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Zimbabwe is an intensely migrant society, with approximately 574,047 Zimbabwean migrants 
living in South Africa in 2016, according to a recent estimate (Statistics South Africa, 2016). 
Many of these migrants are women who left Zimbabwe to work as domestic workers in South 
Africa. Of these women, many often have family members, including young children, left behind 
in Zimbabwe. This phenomenological study centres on how these women experience family 
separation and transnational parenting. The qualitative methodology used in this study allowed 
for the exploration of how these women experience family separation within the context of 
economic migration. Phenomenological thematic analysis was used to analyse the data collected 
through semi-structured individual interviews. Eight key themes, namely, leaving Zimbabwe, 
coming to South Africa, visiting home, coping strategies, challenges in South Africa, children’s 
experience back home, impact on work, and transnational mothering, were identified around the 
experience of being away from home. The paper concludes by highlighting that employers of 
domestic workers have a role to play in terms of providing fair compensation and reasonable 
leave. 
Keywords: migrant domestic worker, migration, ambiguous loss, family separation, 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Background 
After the end of apartheid, South Africa became a popular destination country for 
migrants coming from other parts of Africa (Thela, Tomita, Maharaj, Mhlongo, & Burns, 2017) 
including those from neighbouring countries. Southern African countries such as Botswana and 
South Africa are attractive destinations for Zimbabweans to migrate to (Chisale & Gubba, 2018; 
Crush & Tevera, 2010). The past two decades have seen an upsurge of Zimbabwean migration to 
South Africa due to the continuing deteriorating economic situation in Zimbabwe (Crush, 
Chikanda, & Tawodzera, 2015; Landau & Segatti, 2009; Morreira, 2010; Pretorius & Blaauw, 
2015; Rutherford, 2008).  
Following the March 2008 Zimbabwean elections, Zimbabwe suffered severe levels of 
hyperinflation, causing the country’s currency to plummet. This situation led to an all-time high 
increase in the number of Zimbabwean citizens who sought to escape this crisis by emigrating to 
other countries in pursuit of economic opportunities (Hammar, McGregor, & Landau, 2010). 
With its relatively strong economy, South Africa is particularly attractive to Zimbabweans as 
they have a perception that South Africa holds better economic prospects for them (Landau & 
Segatti, 2009). Statistics show that 26.3% of all the permits issued to Zimbabweans in South 
Africa in 2015 were work permits (Lehohla, 2015). This supports the general perception that 
Zimbabwean individuals living in South Africa are generally economic migrants who are in the 
country seeking employment (Landau & Segatti, 2009). 
According to De Jager and Musuva (2016), South Africa is one of the two countries in 
the world that have the greatest number of Zimbabwean migrants. There are currently no 
dependable statistics to determine the exact number of Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa as 
many of them enter the country through illegal border crossings (Crush & Tevera, 2010; Makina, 
2013; Morreira, 2010) and are therefore undocumented. However, the general estimate of the 
number of Zimbabweans currently living in South Africa ranges between anything from one to 
five million (Landau & Segatti, 2009; Matshaka, 2010; Serumaga-Zake, 2017). “Illegal” or 
“undocumented” immigrants does not only refer to those individuals who enter the country 
illegally, but the term also refers to those who legally enter South Africa with valid papers but 
extend their stay beyond what their visas allow (Vanyoro, 2019; Yakushko & Chronister, 2005). 
According to Lehohla (2015), 13.1% of South African permits issued in 2015 were to 
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Zimbabwean nationals. He adds that in the same year, the youngest recipients of work permits 
were from Zimbabwe, with a median age of 27 years (Lehohla, 2015). 
In South Africa, Zimbabwean migrants comprise a significant portion of the informal 
work sector (Pretorius & Blaauw, 2015). Many Zimbabweans who migrate to South Africa do so 
in the pursuit of employment and other economic opportunities (Bloch, 2008; Makina, 2013) and 
because of the red tape associated with the hiring of migrants, many of them end up working in 
the informal work sector. More female Zimbabweans have been independently migrating to 
South Africa over the years (Bamu, 2018; Chisale & Gubba, 2018), and many women eventually 
find work as domestic workers in the country. Domestic work is a low-skill job that is popular 
among immigrants globally because of its low barrier to access (Boski, 2013; Tame, 2018). In 
contrast, Chisale and Gubba (2018) argue that the idea that domestic work is a low skill-job 
performed only by uneducated women has been proven to be false as more educated women take 
employment as domestic workers. In South Africa, the domestic work sector employs educated 
women migrants from SADC (Southern African Development Community) countries, including 
Zimbabwe (Chisale & Gubba, 2018).  
Domestic worker demand in South Africa has been on the rise since the late 1990s 
(Blackett, 2011). This increase in the demand for domestic workers is argued to be due to the rise 
of dual-income households in which more women have careers outside the home (Blackett, 
2011; Du Toit, 2012). Although there is a large demand for domestic workers, the cost of 
employing a domestic worker in South Africa has increased since new labour regulations were 
introduced. Although these labour laws (e.g., Basic Conditions of Employment Amendment Act, 
No. 7 of 2018; National Minimum Wage Act, No. 9 of 2018) were designed to protect domestic 
workers from exploitative labour practices, they may sometimes have unintended consequences. 
After the minimum wage law (see National Minimum Wage Act, No. 9 of 2018) was introduced, 
local domestic workers became more expensive to hire and this increased the demand for the 
cheaper labour of migrants (Nqambaza, 2016). Employers tend to have a preference for hiring 
migrant women to perform domestic work because they are willing to accept less pay (Albin & 
Mantouvalou, 2012; Motala, 2010) than locals for the same amount of work. Unlike locals, 
migrant domestic workers who do not possess the appropriate permits are easily disposable 
(Tame, 2018) since they do not enjoy the protection of South Africa’s labour laws. 
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When they migrate, migrant domestic workers must often leave family behind in their 
home countries. Castañeda and Buck (2011) note that individuals who migrate to other countries 
are confronted with many psychological realities. For women migrants who are mothers, leaving 
their children behind and living far away from them can be experienced as a daily emotional 
struggle and a highly stressful experience that influences their overall wellbeing (Schmalzbauer, 
2004; Yakushka & Chronister, 2005). In their study, Thela et al. (2017) found that leaving one’s 
family behind is associated with depression, and they argue that within the context of the host 
country, family separation may be experienced through feelings of helplessness and 
hopelessness. Hall, Garabiles, and Latkin (2019) reveal that female migrant domestic workers 
tend to also experience a decline in social networks and support. They must cope with the 
separation from family while in the process of finding a job, accommodation, and while learning 
a new language and familiarising themselves with the new culture.  
1.2  Problem Statement 
I have chosen to focus on Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers for the following 
reasons. Firstly, there has been an increase in the number of Zimbabwean women who migrate to 
South Africa (Tame, 2018). Many of them find work as domestic workers because of the low 
barriers to access that are present in this sector (Tame, 2018). In domestic work, there is 
generally little opportunity to visit home where their loved ones remain (Thebe & Maombera, 
2019). These women are working in a foreign country while simultaneously trying to maintain 
ties with their loved ones remaining in Zimbabwe (Thebe & Maombera, 2019). 
Secondly, although the experiences of Zimbabwean women in South Africa have been 
documented in the literature, they have not been explored from the perspective of family 
separation. The experiences of domestic workers have been well documented in research (see 
Anjara et al., 2017; Au et al., 2020; Chisale & Gubba, 2018; Dinat & Peberdy, 2007; Griffin, 
2011; Maboyana & Sekaja, 2015; Thobejane & Khosa, 2016; Ukwatta (2010); Zungu, 2009). 
Anjara et al. (2017) studied the factors impacting the quality of life of female migrant domestic 
workers in Singapore. More than fifty percent of participants reported feeling stressed and over 
twenty percent reported feeling isolated. Exploring the work-life balance of female migrant 
domestic workers in Malaysia, Au et al. (2020) found that their concept of work-life balance is 
centred around being an absent mother or daughter while working to provide for their families.  
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Chisale and Gubba (2018) looked at the degree to which women migrant domestic workers are 
present and involved in their children’s education. They found that domestic work has a negative 
effect on the level of mothers’ participation in caregiving and in their children’s education 
(Chisale & Gubba, 2018) since they spend very little time at home. Dinat and Peberdy’s (2007) 
research explored the experiences of internal and external migrant domestic workers in the city 
of Johannesburg. They concluded that for those who are live-in domestic workers, their 
employers tend to exercise control over their social lives. Looking into the coping tactics used by 
migrant domestic workers in South Africa, Griffin’s (2011) study found that workers used 
deference and submissiveness in engaging with employers. Acting with deference, domestic 
workers can only speak when spoken to by their employer (Lee, 2006). In their study of domestic 
workers in South Africa, Maboyana and Sekaja (2015) explored how these women experienced 
bullying behaviours from their employers. In their study, workers reported that they had been 
bullied verbally as well as non-verbally. Verbal bullying experienced from employers included 
acts of belittlement, false accusations of stealing, and intimidation. Non-verbal bullying included 
a disregard for the worker’s welfare, as well as a failure by employers to comply with the 
legislation regulating domestic work. Thobejane and Khosa’s (2016) study examined the 
challenges faced by domestic workers in South Africa’s Mpumalanga province. They found that 
domestic workers experience workplace harassment and that they resort to keeping quiet for fear 
that they may lose their jobs. Thobejane and Khosa concluded that the domestic service sector is 
the most exploited in the country. Ukwatta (2010) studied the economic, social and emotional 
consequences of the migration of Sri Lankan female migrant domestic workers. She found that 
the women identified behavioural changes in the children hey had left behind to be cared for by 
relatives.  Finally, Zungu’s (2009) study looked at the challenges faced by domestic workers in 
KwaZulu-Natal. She found that most workers felt overworked and unappreciated by employers, 
and they expressed that living with employers disrupted their family life.  
However, there is very little research that has looked into the lived experiences of 
Zimbabwean women migrant domestic workers living in South Africa, in particular (see 
Nqambaza, 2016; Tame, 2018; Vanyoro, 2019). Nqambaza’s (2016) study explored the extent to 
which employers in the domestic work sector adhere to labour legislation. Her study found that 
employers deliberately employed migrants to avoid having to comply with labour laws 
(Nqambaza, 2016). Tame (2018) looked at how Zimbabwean women are often overlooked for 
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employment by the private employment agencies operating in Cape Town’s domestic work 
sector. Since domestic work is not regarded as a “scarce skill” in terms of South Africa’s 
immigration policies, employment agencies generally do not recruit women who are based in 
other countries (Bamu, 2018). These agencies would, however, typically recruit Zimbabwean 
women who already reside in South Africa (Bamu, 2018). In Vanyoro’s (2019) study in which 
he explored the activism of Zimbabwean migrant workers in South Africa’s domestic service 
sector, he highlighted the importance of taking into account the intersectionality of nationality 
alongside race, class, and gender when dealing with the challenges faced by this population.  
Of the existing research, none has explored the lived experiences of Zimbabwean women 
domestic workers leaving their families behind to settle in South Africa. Against this 
background, this study focuses on the lived experiences of Zimbabwean women migrant 
domestic workers employed in South African homes, and who have family left behind in 
Zimbabwe. The purpose is to understand how Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South 
Africa experience family separation. This research, therefore, seeks to contribute to the body of 
literature concerned with migrant domestic work by examining how Zimbabwean migrant 
domestic workers in South Africa experience family separation. 
1.3 Study Objectives 
Research objectives are important for the role they play in helping to define the nature 
and scope of the research (Blaikie, 2000). Silverman (2013) argues that research objectives help 
to organise the research by giving it direction, and they help to keep the researcher focused. The 
main objective of this study is to develop an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of 
Zimbabwean women employed as domestic workers as they navigate South African homes while 
having left their own families behind in Zimbabwe.  
The research aims to explore: 
 how they experience long-distance relationships with family; 
 how being away from home impacts their work; and 
 their reasons for leaving Zimbabwe and coming to South Africa. 
1.4 Research Design 
Methodologically, this study adopted a qualitative approach and as such, the findings that 
emerge cannot be generalised to all Zimbabwean women migrant domestic workers in South 
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Africa. However, this study does provide a conceptual understanding of the experiences of these 
women. Nine semi-structured interviews were conducted with the assistance of an interview 
guide. Data gathered from these interviews were analysed using phenomenological thematic 
analysis and allowed for an in-depth understanding of the participants’ experiences.  
1.5 Structure of Manuscript  
This manuscript is divided into six chapters. In this first chapter, I provided a background 
to the study, an outline of the problem statement, and the study objectives that guide the direction 
of the research. In the next chapter, I provide a review of existing literature exploring the 
concepts of migration, domestic work, remittance-sending, and transnational mothering. 
Feminist theory and the theory of ambiguous loss are also discussed. The third chapter outlines 
the research design and the specific methodologies used. The research methodology is guided by 
the phenomenological nature of the research. In the fourth chapter, I present the findings that 
emerged from an analysis of the data. These include direct quotations from participants, and the 
aim is to present participants’ experiences as narrated by them. In the fifth chapter, I discuss the 
findings and integrate them with relevant literature. Finally, the sixth chapter concludes the study 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter reviews the current literature on migration, domestic workers, and migrant 
domestic workers. The literature review will provide a summary of what is already known in 
these areas and links this study to a larger body of knowledge dealing with the experiences of 
Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa. I will firstly provide a discussion of 
feminist theory, followed by a contextualised conceptualisation of migration. Under the 
migration section, I will explain the concepts of emigration and immigration, followed by a 
discussion of Zimbabwean migration to South Africa. Finally, the theory of ambiguous loss is 
explored followed by a conceptualisation of transnational mothering and remittance-sending. 
2.2 Feminist Theory 
Although women have always formed an integral part of the South African migration 
process—arriving as labourers and independent migrants—traditional analyses of migration have 
often been centred on the male experience (Hiralal, 2017). Feminist theory recognises that 
dominant theoretical discourses have historically failed to engage women’s voices and therefore 
seeks to highlight those areas of knowledge where the experiences of women have been 
overlooked or ignored (Crary, 2001).  
Feminist theorising allows for the critical interrogation of sexist gender roles and is an 
ongoing process (Bromley, 2012). Feminist theory brings to the discussion a focus on gender 
inequality, issues of power and oppression, and how these may intersect with systemic racism, 
classism, and nationality. The primary contribution of feminist theory in society has been to 
assert that gender inequality is a social issue rather than an individual one, and therefore requires 
social solutions (Lorber, 1997). Kruks (2014) points out that second-wave feminism largely 
regarded the voicing of women’s lived experiences as vital in building the collective resistance 
of women.  
Feminist theory conceives the family as a space for gendered relations (Muthuki, 2012). 
For a long time, women performed unpaid domestic labour in their own homes while their 
husbands worked, and this upheld the notion that women belong in the home (Parreñas & Choi, 
2016). However, over the years, women have increasingly joined the labour market. Feminist 
scholarship argues for the importance of recognising the multiplicity of the circumstances in 
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which mothering can occur (Lockwood, Smith, & Karpenko-Seccombe, 2019). When women are 
forced to leave their homes to live and work as domestic workers in the homes of others, it 
results in a challenging social arrangement (Le Roux, 1999). Working away from home imposes 
a physical distance between mothers and children, which goes against the ideological foundation 
of a traditional nuclear family. It questions not only the deeply held idea that children should be 
raised primarily by their biological mother but also that children and mothers should reside 
together (Baldassar, Kilkey, Merla, & Wilding, 2014; Parreñas & Choi, 2016). The public sees 
the migration of women not only as harming the welfare of children who are left behind, but also 
dangerous to the sanctity of the family (Parreñas & Choi, 2016). Parreñas and Choi (2016) argue 
that the idea of female domesticity continues to stall the gender advancements that migration 
grants women. 
Migration signals that women are not only working outside but far away from their 
homes (Parreñas & Choi, 2016). Women are no longer following their husbands when they 
migrate, as they did in the past (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994) and are instead migrating 
independently. The independent migration of women in search of economic opportunities rejects 
the traditional ideology of the present mother, as well as the domesticity and passivity of women 
(Muthuki, 2012). The labour migration of women is arguably a movement from one household to 
another, illustrating the limits to the gender advancements that women achieve in migration 
(Parreñas & Choi, 2016).  
Money seems to play a strong role in determining the power relations between married 
couples, and their increased participation in the labour market has afforded women more 
decision-making power within the household (Le Roux, 1999; Muthuki, 2012; Nawyn, 2010; 
Parreñas & Choi, 2016). For some women, taking on the role of breadwinner leaves them with a 
feeling of accomplishment, satisfaction, and power (Le Roux, 1999). However, Nawyn (2010) 
argues that for some women, changes that challenge the patriarchal status quo of male authority 
within the household can be seen as disruptive and unwelcome. Even so, Muthuki (2012) 
maintains that as a result of romantic relationships existing transnationally, traditional gender 
roles have inherently become reconfigured.  
Low-skilled women who migrate independently can only hope to get jobs as exploited 
and underpaid domestic workers in destination countries (Parreñas & Choi, 2016; Zinyama, 
2002). Le Roux (1999) proposes that for these women, the forces of migratory labour, domestic 
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work, and gender are all potentially oppressive. In this regard, Crary (2001) states that feminist 
theory can be seen as a tool through which women can find and feel empowered to use their 
voices. This study therefore seeks to give voice to Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers who 
meet with these challenges in the hopes that their lives may somehow be made better. 
2.3 Understanding Migration 
Over the years, Zimbabweans have migrated to other African countries in pursuit of 
better economic opportunities (Bamu, 2018). Lee’s (1966) definition of migration states that it is 
a “permanent or semi-permanent change of residence” (p. 49). Goss and Lindquist (1995) add 
that migration is a “response to … inequality between the source and destination countries 
caused by a difference in the level of socio-economic development” (p. 137). Boski (2013) notes 
that economic migrants generally come from developing countries where living standards are 
lower than those of the country they are migrating to. Nzabamwita (2018) suggests that since the 
majority of Zimbabweans migrating to South Africa do so voluntarily and in search of better 
economic opportunities, they can therefore be referred to as economic migrants.  
Whereas formerly only young single Zimbabwean men would migrate to South Africa for 
work, the past 20 years have seen an upsurge in the number of women who have joined the 
migratory stream for the same reasons (Magidumisha, 2018; Zinyama, 2002). Females are 
increasingly migrating independently to seek work in other countries to become the 
breadwinners of their families (Magidumisha, 2018; Zinyama, 2002).  
2.3.1 Emigration. Collyer (2013) defines emigration or outward migration as the 
movement of individuals beyond the borders of their own country. Outward migration may be 
motivated by an economic, political, or social crisis in the home country (Triandafyllidou, 2016). 
Diminishing alternatives have left many Zimbabweans with little choice but to emigrate from the 
country. According to Madebwe and Madebwe (2017), Zimbabwe is currently one of the top 10 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa with the highest emigration rate. As a country’s standard of 
living improves, emigration aspirations are likely to decrease as more citizens begin to imagine a 
prosperous future in their own country (De Haas, 2014; Flahaux & De Haas, 2016). In 
Zimbabwe, the country’s failing economy means that the government has had to drastically 
reduce its expenditure on basic services such as education, health, and housing, which has 
ultimately lowered the standard of living (Madebwe & Madebwe, 2017).  
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Push factors, defined by Serumaga-Zake (2017) as a negative state of affairs experienced 
within the home country that push the individual to leave the country, may include poverty, 
unemployment, social unrest, or lack of basic services, as well as unsatisfactory living 
conditions. Unemployment is a significant factor that pushes people away from Zimbabwe. 
Madebwe and Madebwe (2017) point out that after the year 2000, Zimbabwean emigration 
reached its peak. This, they believe, can be credited to the Zimbabwean government’s failure to 
create new jobs, which, in turn, motivated many citizens to leave the country to seek 
employment opportunities in other countries.  
 Crush and Tevera (2010) advise that for those who remain in Zimbabwe, there is a high 
chance that they will emigrate at some point in the future. Zimbabwean women, both educated 
and uneducated, have been forced to leave their country and engage either in informal trade or 
long-term employment in destination countries (Crush & Tevera, 2010). For the Zimbabwean 
women who migrate independently to South Africa, domestic service is an attractive industry 
because of its low barriers to entry and South African employers’ preference for hiring migrant 
domestic workers. For many of these women, they must make the difficult choice of leaving 
their families behind in Zimbabwe when migrating to South Africa because they simply cannot 
afford to bring them with them due to financial constraints. They are therefore forced to leave 
behind their children under the care of relatives or friends in Zimbabwe (Bamu, 2018; Clarke, 
2002). This separation from family and other loved ones has several implications for these 
women.  
Sibanda (2010) argues that when the migrants are separated from family and do not have 
people on whom they can lean on, it can result in the individual experiencing a psychological 
and emotional crisis. Garcini et al. (2019) highlight that undocumented immigrants are 
particularly at higher risk for distress, given the stressors and losses that they face compared with 
their documented counterparts. Migrant domestic workers are generally exposed to a range of 
stressors such as financial burden, separation from loved ones, employer exploitation, and a 
mismatch between their expectations and the reality of the destination country (Anjara, Nellums, 
Bonetto, & Van Bortel, 2017). The minority stress model shows that due to the unique stressors 
faced by these migrants, it takes more effort for them to cope with challenging situations, which 
makes them more vulnerable to psychological distress (Garcini et al., 2019).  
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In their study, Anjara et al. (2017) identified three sources of stress experienced by 
migrant domestic workers, namely: work and agency, pervasiveness of financial need, and 
family obligations. The participants in this study also cited concerns with job insecurity (Anjara 
et al., 2017) since, as domestic workers, they are easily disposable. This concern of job insecurity 
usually makes them susceptible to exploitation from employers, such as offering them low pay. 
The low wages they receive mean that they are sometimes unable to support their families 
(Anjara et al., 2017). Lastly, the women were worried about their families and obligations. Since 
migration is a gendered experience, the women experience obligations to be the breadwinner as 
well as a caregiver (Anjara et al., 2017). This is consistent with Lefko-Everett’s (2007) assertion 
that separation from children proves to be emotional and stressful for many women migrants. 
They reported stress that emanates from worrying about the wellbeing of loved ones and being 
far from family (Anjara et al., 2017).  
Parreñas (2015) argues that mothering from a distance entails loneliness over the denial 
of intimacy. One’s separation from loved ones for extended periods often results in feelings of 
worry and experiences of loss (Solheim & Ballard, 2016). During the separation, the migrant’s 
children may get used to living without the mother and as a result, become more independent 
(Juabsamai & Taylor, 2018). Asis, Huang, and Yeoh (2004) argue that regular communication 
with those left behind at home allows migrant women to conjure up a sense of remaining within 
the locus of the family, living as an involved and committed member, even from afar.  
In their motivation to do whatever it takes to earn a living so they can support their 
families, migrant women realise that they have to make an impossible choice—either remain in 
Zimbabwe with their family and live together in poverty or to leave their families to search for 
work in another country to show how much they love and care for them (Castañeda & Buck, 
2011). Parreñas (2015) notes that migrant mothers often struggle to cope with the grief imposed 
by constant reminders of their left-behind children. Frequent physical contact with loved ones is 
considered one of the key ways in which to express one’s love to their children or partner, and 
distance, therefore, becomes a challenge in close social relations, especially independent ones, 
such as between parents and children (Castañeda & Buck, 2011). It can be argued that migration 
leaves children physically, psychologically, and emotionally vulnerable, although there is a 
possibility of increased financial security when migrant parents send regular remittances 
(Castañeda & Buck, 2011).  
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Bamu (2018) contends that this separation acts as a strong motivator to keep in close 
contact with the family left behind in Zimbabwe. In their study of Filipino migrant domestic 
workers in Macao, Hall et al. (2019) found that there were often disagreements between the 
domestic worker and her spouse or family back home about how the child should be raised. 
Dreby’s (2006) study found that parents worry that the children left behind lack parental 
guidance while they are being raised by grandmothers or other guardians. Parents expressed 
concern that when left with grandparents, children become spoiled as they do not have as firm a 
hand as the child’s parents (Dreby, 2006). Hall et al. (2019) add that the migrant domestic 
workers associated their separation from their husbands for extended periods of time with 
infidelity. Van Bortel et al.’s (2019) study participants reported feelings of stress emanating from 
being isolated and worrying about loved ones. Managing thoughts by not thinking too much was 
used as a coping mechanism. 
2.3.2 Immigration. Campbell (2006) defines illegal immigration as the act of entering a 
country for which one does not have citizenship, without having the legal documentation to 
defend such entry. Although illegal immigration is a crime in South Africa (Campbell, 2006), De 
Jager and Musuva (2016) indicate that South Africa’s stable political climate and strong 
economy act as pull factors for migrants into the country. Serumaga-Zake (2017) defines pull 
factors as those things which “pull” or attract people to migrate to the country of destination. 
Dinbabo and Nyasulu (2015) identify economic factors as being the main reason for immigration 
to South Africa. In Nzabamwita’s (2018) study, Zimbabwean participants identified perceived 
economic opportunities as their main reason for choosing South Africa as a destination country. 
Immigrants are attracted to South Africa’s strong economy, which provides them with relatively 
better economic opportunities and an improved standard of living (Serumaga-Zake, 2017). 
Migrants from other Southern African countries use illegal border crossings to enter 
South Africa for a number of reasons. Firstly, citizens from other countries need to have a valid 
visa in order to gain access to the country; however, many of these individuals do not have the 
money required to obtain a visa (Bloch, 2008). Secondly, undocumented migrants are a source of 
cheap labour, which is in high demand in certain sectors of employment in South Africa (Bloch, 
2008). Unfortunately, employment legislation does not extend its protection to undocumented 
migrant domestic workers since illegal immigration is a criminal offence in South Africa 
(Campbell, 2006). On top of an already demanding occupation, undocumented women migrant 
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domestic workers have to live in fear of possible deportation, as well as persecution for violating 
the country’s immigration policies (Bloch, 2008). Tolla (2013) warns that this fear can escalate 
and ultimately lead to emotional distress.  
2.3.3 Zimbabwean migration to South Africa. The long history of Zimbabwean 
migration to South Africa dates back to pre-colonial times (Matshaka, 2010). Nzabamwita 
(2018) notes that there has been a record increase in the number of African migrants coming into 
South Africa. Zimbabwean emigration to South Africa is neither new nor unusual (Vanyoro, 
2019).  
Crush et al. (2015) note that Zimbabweans who emigrate to countries other than South 
Africa, generally intend to stay in these countries with no intention of returning to Zimbabwe. 
Zimbabweans who move to countries such as Australia, Canada, or the United States of America 
are generally well educated and usually possess what are referred to as “needed” skills (Crush et 
al., 2015). These countries are a considerable distance away from Zimbabwe, and migrants may 
find it too costly to make frequent visits to Zimbabwe. Zimbabweans who migrate to first-world 
countries generally possess scarce skills and intend on finding a job and building a new life, or 
they are going to study in the host country and remain there after completion of their studies. 
However, Zimbabwean migration to South Africa appears to be a form of impermanent or 
circular migration (Crush et al., 2015; Makina, 2013). According to Crush et al. (2015), 
Zimbabweans generally do not intend to settle permanently in South Africa but are willing to 
return to Zimbabwe should the state of the economy improve. Similarly, in his study, 
Nzabamwita (2018) found that Zimbabweans living in South Africa visit home frequently and 
that many of them intend to return to Zimbabwe for good. They also travel to Zimbabwe to visit 
family and return to work in South Africa. 
2.3.4 Migrant domestic workers. Migrant women make up a significant part of the 
domestic work sector globally (Albin & Mantouvalou, 2012; Magidumisha, 2018). In South 
Africa, migrant women make up a significant portion of the country’s domestic work sector 
(Dinat & Peberdy, 2007). The increasing demand for domestic workers draws women from other 
countries, often to care for their employer’s families while leaving their own behind (Suárez-
Orozco, Bang, & Kim, 2010). There is a clear relationship between migration, domestic work, 
and poverty (De Guzman, 2014).  
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Wang, Chung, Hwang, and Ning (2018) note that over the years, there has been a 
significant rise in the number of women from other countries who have immigrated to Singapore, 
Hong Kong, and Taiwan to take up work as domestic workers. These women come from other 
Asian countries such as India, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, and the Philippines (Wang et 
al., 2018). It can be argued that the high demand and preference for migrant domestic workers 
compared to locals can be attributed mainly to the fact that local domestic workers are more 
expensive to hire, and they are not as easily exploited by employers (Wang et al., 2018). Vellos 
(1997) writes that Latina women employed as domestic workers in the United States, particularly 
those who were undocumented, were underpaid and generally exploited by employers who took 
advantage of their desperation.  
To save on costs such as rent and transport, migrant domestic workers often opt to live in 
their employer’s home (Ally, 2011). However, this living arrangement presents its own set of 
challenges for the worker. As live-in help, the domestic worker experiences various aspects of 
her life being controlled (Cohen, 1991), such as always being watched and her actions 
scrutinized by her employers (Yeoh & Huang, 1998). Furthermore, her privacy is limited since 
her workplace is also her home (Yeoh & Huang, 1998). She is usually the only employee in the 
home and therefore has no co-workers with whom to share her challenges (Cohen, 1991). Live-in 
domestic workers are also overworked as they tend to work longer hours and may suffer further 
exploitation in this way (Cohen, 1991).  
Migrant domestic workers also face discrimination based on their migrant status. With 
regards to immigrant status, Bamu (2018) writes,  
a migrant’s authorization to enter and stay in a country has far-reaching consequences for 
their choice of employment, their conditions of work, their ability to exercise and enforce 
their rights in the employment relationship and their access to benefits and social 
services. (p. 320) 
The extent to which Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa can enforce 
their rights in the employment relationship is determined by various factors, many of which are 
beyond their control. These include their migrant status, race, class, and gender (Bamu, 2018). 
Albin and Mantouvalou (2012) state that when it comes to hiring a domestic worker, employers 
often have a preference for migrant as opposed to local workers, particularly if the migrant 
worker is a residential domestic worker. A possible explanation is that migrants are generally 
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prepared to work for a lower wage than local domestic workers because of their relatively higher 
desperation to find work, making them a more exploitable source of labour than native-born 
women (Du Toit, 2012; Nawyn, 2010). Their willingness to accept lower pay increases their 
vulnerability within the employment relationship (Du Toit, 2012).  
According to Motala (2010), South African employers of domestic workers use the threat 
of employing migrant domestic workers as a strategy to keep wages low for local domestic 
workers. This further fuels the general perception among South Africans that migrants from 
other African countries are stealing their jobs. Participants in Motala’s (2010) study reported that 
the current legislation designed for their protection was being undermined by migrants 
competing with them for jobs in the domestic work sector. This is because undocumented 
migrants are known to accept lower pay, as well as poorer living conditions (especially as live-in 
domestic workers), and employers use this to their advantage in negotiating wages for domestic 
workers. In addition to these challenges, migrant domestic workers are faced with the 
psychological reality of living solitary lives characterised by separation from their families and 
having to cope with this separation (Castañeda & Buck, 2011; Dinat & Peberdy, 2007). 
2.4 Theory of Ambiguous Loss 
When individuals are separated from their loved ones across national borders, they may 
experience ambiguous loss (Juabsamai & Taylor, 2018). Ambiguous loss is experienced when, 
for the individual, the loss is unclear in terms of how long it is going to last or even whether or 
not a loss has occurred (Heubner, Mancini, Wilcox, Grass, & Grass 2007). The uncertainty has 
much to do with the fact that ambiguous losses are not as easily identifiable as other losses such 
as death (Betz & Thorngreen, 2006). However, although a lot of uncertainty may be experienced 
in such a situation, Heubner et al. (2007) note that people are different in how they process that 
uncertainty, therefore resulting in different experiences of loss, which can either be physical or 
psychological (Betz & Thorngreen, 2006). Individuals also differ in how they are able to cope 
with ambiguous loss as some individuals are more resilient than others (Pérez, 2015). 
De Leon (2005) argues that immigrants may suffer from ambiguous loss. Boss’s (1999) 
theory of ambiguous loss, therefore, offers a useful framework to explore how migrants 
experience and cope with family separation. Boss identifies two types of ambiguous loss: The 
first is characterised by a physical absence of the individual while maintaining their 
psychological presence, and the second occurs when the individual is present physically but 
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psychologically absent. The second type usually occurs in cases of mental illness. The first type 
usually occurs when individuals migrate, leaving family behind in their home countries. The 
immigrant leaves their home and loved ones behind, but they remain in the mind of the 
immigrant (De Leon, 2005). Solheim and Ballard (2016) argue that the ambiguous loss resulting 
from transnational family separation may lead to a blur in boundaries when families are 
separated across national borders but remain psychologically present in each other’s lives. When 
a parent is separated from their children, the parent tries to make up for their physical absence by 
maintaining their psychological presence through sending remittances or frequent 
communication (Juabsamai & Taylor, 2018).  
This study centres on the first type of ambiguous loss as identified by Boss (1999), since 
the focus is on Zimbabwean migrant women and their experience of being physically separated 
from their home and families while remaining psychologically present. Women migrants have 
been shown to maintain their psychological presence by sending remittances and staying in 
contact with those left behind through electronic communication. Unlike the finality of death, 
after migration, there is always the possibility of dreaming about the return of those who are 
gone so that they may reconcile with their family.  
Solheim and Ballard (2016) argue that those immigrants who migrate independently, 
leaving their families behind, often experience greater levels of stress than those who travel with 
their families. In such cases, they add, family members in either country can experience grief and 
loss in their separation (Solheim & Ballard, 2016). A migrant may experience ambiguous loss 
when their loved ones are still alive but are far away and do not have access to them or reach 
them at will (De Leon, 2005).  
2.5 Leaving Home Behind 
Bamu (2018) notes that the high costs associated with moving to South Africa preclude 
Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers from bringing their spouse and children to South Africa. 
Many of these women are therefore forced to make the unavoidable choice to leave their families 
behind in Zimbabwe (Dinat & Peberdy, 2007; Filippa, Cronje, & Ferns, 2013). This has 
emotional consequences for these women, which reinforces the need to understand emotion in 
the context of migration (Hoang & Yeoh, 2012; Tolla, 2013). This is more so in the case of these 
Zimbabwean women who have left their homes and families in Zimbabwe to work for and live 
with another family in their home. This adjustment usually involves emotional disruptions and 
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disconnections (Hoang & Yeoh, 2012) and may have a negative impact on the worker’s 
emotional wellbeing (Tolla, 2013). Within the context of the receiving country, several studies 
have found that immigrant women may experience post-traumatic stress, loneliness due to 
separation from family and friends, poor social and support networks, and may also suffer from 
low self-esteem (Hall et al., 2019; Yakushko & Chronister, 2005).  
Crush et al. (2015) maintain that in South Africa, Zimbabwean migrants generally remain 
in contact with their loved ones left behind in Zimbabwe. Similarly, research conducted by Dinat 
and Peberdy (2007) found that most migrant domestic workers in South Africa, particularly those 
from countries in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region, preserve their 
relationships with those left behind in their home countries. They do this by sending money and 
other material goods to their home countries. How they manage to maintain communication over 
national boundaries, Hoang and Yeoh (2012) suggest, provides an interesting way of exploring 
how the transnational Zimbabwean–South African family maintains its intimacy and emotional 
ties. 
Silver (2011) argues that being separated from family can induce stress and depression. 
These negative effects are generally more present in women because the family tends to play a 
more significant role in their lives (Silver, 2011). Regardless of how long family members have 
been separated, family members in both countries experience emotional strain as a result of 
being away from family, including feelings of worry, depression, loneliness, and loss (Solheim 
& Ballard, 2016). The separation of women migrants from their families can be a stress-inducing 
life event that causes a breakdown of support networks, which may make it more challenging to 
cope with everyday life stressors (Silver, 2011). 
2.6 Transnational Mothering 
Parents may be forced to live apart from their children for long periods at a time when 
migration seems to be the only way to take care of their family (Casteneda & Buck, 2011; Dinat 
& Peberdy, 2007; Nawyn, 2010). Migrant domestic workers may be forced to leave their 
children behind in their home country to be cared for by their spouses or extended family 
(Clarke, 2002; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2010). Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila (1997) named this 
phenomenon “transnational mothering.” For those migrant domestic workers who are also 
mothers, they do not give up their parental duties when they leave; however, they often find it 
challenging to maintain a bond with their children when they have been away for too long 
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(Hoang & Yeoh, 2012; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2010). Migrant mothers are expected to maintain 
significant emotional ties with their children despite the distance between them (Dreby, 2006). 
Those who do not suffer while living away from their children are accused of abandoning them 
(Dreby, 2006).  
Understanding transnational motherhood involves looking at how parenting is practised 
and experienced within the context of geographical separation (Carling, Menjı´var & 
Schmalzbauer, 2012). Baldassar et al. (2014) argue that the concept of transnational mothering 
challenges the dominant view about the bond that exists between mother and child and the 
implications associated with the mother and child being physically distant from each other. 
Usually, when mothers migrate, relatives step in to care for the left-behind children (Carling et 
al., 2012). Baldassar et al. (2014) argue that transnational families continue to maintain their 
bonds even though they may not be physically present in each other’s daily lives.  
According to Baldassar et al. (2014), how family separation is experienced in this context 
largely depends on how one sees the quality of the relationship with their family, rather than the 
actual physical distance that separates them. Though living in separate countries, transnational 
families are able to connect emotionally through the use of information technology and are also 
able to maintain financial ties through remittances (Muthuki, 2012). Through technology, 
families can be virtually present in each other’s lives (Baldassar et al., 2014).  
2.7  Remittance-Sending  
Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers sometimes leave their families behind in 
Zimbabwe to work as live-in domestic help in South African homes (Blackett, 2011). Filippa et 
al. (2013) note that the decision to leave one’s family behind, particularly children, is made 
under the belief that the remittances they send home will provide those left behind with a better 
lifestyle. However, they add that the children left behind may suffer negative consequences as a 
result of separation from their parent(s). These include feelings of loneliness and anxiety, which 
may have detrimental effects on the child’s academic progress (Filippa et al., 2013).  
In pursuit of a better life for their children, migrant domestic workers spend long days at 
work caring for their employers’ children, while only parenting their own children from a 
distance (Phillips, 2011).  
Remittances, in this context, can be understood to refer to the money and/or resources 
that Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers send to Zimbabwe during their stay in South Africa 
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(Castañeda & Buck, 2011). Nzabamwita (2018) found that when compared to other African 
migrants in South Africa, Zimbabweans tend to remit more. Remittance-sending by migrants 
points to strong ties between them and the family members back in Zimbabwe (Castañeda & 
Buck, 2011). 
Nzabamwita (2018) distinguishes between formal and informal remittance-sending. 
Formal remittances are those sent through recognised financial institutions such as banks, 
whereas informal remittances are those sent using informal channels, such as sending cash with 
friends (Nzabamwita, 2018). 
Research shows that Zimbabwean migrants living in South Africa often send remittances 
to their families Zimbabwe (see Bamu, 2018; Bloch, 2010; Crush & Tevera, 2010; Makina, 
2013; Nqambaza, 2016; Nzabamwita, 2018; Rutherford, 2011). However, Makina’s (2013) study 
found that migrant women are generally more consistent than male migrants in the amounts they 
send back home, as well as in the frequency with which the money is sent. Women appear to 
remit a higher proportion of their salaries compared to males. Furthermore, Nzabamwita (2018) 
found that the migrant’s income and level of education are strong determiners of the value of 
their remittances. He found that those with relatively better education and income tend to remit 
more money, compared to those with little to no education and little income.  
Despite their low-income earning, Bamu (2018) estimates that Zimbabwean migrant 
domestic workers in South Africa may remit over 50% of their wages to their families back in 
Zimbabwe. These Zimbabwean women migrants understand that it is their responsibility to remit 
(Castañeda & Buck, 2011); however, undocumented migrant domestic workers cannot use 
formal remittance channels (Bamu, 2018). They are forced to send their money and resources to 
Zimbabwe through informal channels, such as with friends or cross-border truck drivers (Bamu, 
2018). Castañeda and Buck’s (2011) study found that in cases where migrants had not made 
enough earnings to be able to remit, many may have preferred to stop all communication with 
their families rather than return to Zimbabwe as a “failure” with no money or resources. 
2.8 Conclusion 
This chapter presented a review of the literature dealing with migrant domestic work and 
transnational mothering. Feminist theory and the theory of ambiguous loss serve as tools to 
understand the way in which migrant women domestic workers experience being away from 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN 
3.1 Introduction 
Gaudet and Robert (2018) define methodology as the principles employed in the inquiry 
to gain knowledge in a particular field. In this section, I focus on the research approaches 
adopted in this study. There will be a discussion the research method, philosophy, and paradigm 
that informed the overall research. Thereafter, I discuss the research strategy, which will be 
followed by the sampling strategy employed in the study, as well as data collection and analysis 
methods. Finally, the chapter will contain a discussion of ethical considerations and quality 
assurance. 
A summary of the research design may be seen in Figure 1. 
3.2 Research Method 
  According to Gaudet and Robert (2018), qualitative methodology refers to the approach 
that allows the researcher to produce knowledge using qualitative methods. The goal of a 
qualitative methodology is to produce interpretations of data (Willig, 2008), as well as to provide 
the researcher and audience with a more holistic understanding of the phenomenon being 
researched in the study (Gaudet & Robert, 2018). Qualitative research is concerned with the 
subjective understandings of phenomena and relies strongly on human interaction as the process 
is to a large extent very interpretive (Matthews & Ross, 2010; Rossman & Rallis, 2011). In 
general, qualitative researchers tend to concern themselves with the experiences of individuals 
being studied, as opposed to determining cause and effect relationships between variables 
(Willig, 2008). 
In order to fulfil the research objectives previously identified, it became clear that this 
study needed to take a qualitative approach. A qualitative stance was assumed in order to reveal 
how Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers experienced the separation from their families 
while working in South Africa. The qualitative approach was suitable in this case since it is 
concerned with the meanings people create and situates these within a specific context while also 
acknowledging the subjective element (Willig, 2008). A well-defined methodological approach 
















































































































Figure 1. Research design (Adapted from Donaldson, 2011) 
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3.3  Research Philosophy 
Every approach to research is rooted in the researcher’s philosophical assumptions 
(Neuman, 2014). During the process of conducting research, we all bring our own assumptions 
to the study, whether we realise it or not. By identifying my ontological and epistemological 
stances, I became aware of these assumptions and understood what underlies the choices I made 
when conducting research (Neuman, 2014). The researcher’s ontological and epistemological 
positions serve as a philosophical foundation for the research, and therefore have implications for 
the research methodology (Neuman, 2014; Rossman & Rallis, 2011).  
3.3.1 Ontology. Ontology is defined as our view of the nature of reality (Gaudet & 
Robert, 2018). The two key ontological positions are realism and constructivism. A researcher 
who adopts a realist ontology adopts the view that reality exists outside of the observer and takes 
the view that differentiates the subject from the object of research (Gaudet & Robert, 2018). 
Gaudet and Robert (2018) define constructivist ontology as the view that reality is created 
through how individuals perceive and experience it. This study adopted a constructivist ontology 
since the study sought to understand the subjective lived experiences of Zimbabwean migrant 
domestic workers in South Africa and the meanings that they ascribe to the experience of being a 
Zimbabwean woman migrant domestic worker in South Africa.  
3.3.2 Epistemology. Epistemology can be defined as what we believe can be known 
about the world (Gaudet & Robert, 2018). It is essentially a study of the nature of knowledge 
(Willig, 2008). According to Matthews and Ross (2010), the three main epistemological 
positions are positivism, realism, and interpretivism. Interpretivism views individuals’ subjective 
experiences and understanding of phenomena as most important in research (Matthews & Ross, 
2010). This study adopted an interpretivist epistemological stance as the knowledge gained in 
this study will include people’s interpretations and understandings of their reality as immigrant 
domestic workers in the South African context. It is also suitably linked to the ontological 
position of constructivism. 
3.4  Research Strategy 
This study adopted a phenomenological research strategy. Phenomenology is one of the 
five main traditions in qualitative research alongside ethnography, narrative analysis, discourse 
analysis and grounded theory (Gaudet & Robert, 2018). Phenomenology refers to the study of 
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the lived experiences of individuals about a phenomenon (Creswell, 2007; Laverty, 2003) and it 
emerged in the early 20th century as an alternative to the then-dominant objectivist and 
rationalist research strategies (Kruks, 2014). The overarching belief of the phenomenological 
approach is that objects do not exist independent of the external, physical world and that the 
researcher studying these objects cannot, therefore, be detached from their own presuppositions 
(Groenewald, 2004). Phenomenology aims to provide an in-depth understanding of and 
descriptions of phenomena as they are experienced by some individuals (Creswell, 2007). The 
role of the researcher in a phenomenological approach is to explore the everyday lived 
experiences and perceptions of research participants (Gaudet & Robert, 2018) while viewing 
these as conscious, and ultimately arriving at a description of these experiences (Creswell, 2007). 
I chose a phenomenological approach since it allows the researcher to describe the common 
thread in how participants perceive and experience the phenomenon being researched (Creswell, 
2007) and present these in the form of themes.  
3.5  Sampling Strategy and Population 
Gaudet and Robert (2018) argue that the validity of a research study depends on the 
quality of the sampling methods employed. In line with the qualitative research tradition, this 
study made use of non-probability sampling. The use of non-probability sampling allows the 
researcher to access highly sensitive populations or those that are not easily accessible (Berg, 
2001). Participants were purposively selected, choosing only those participants who had an 
understanding of the phenomenon being studied through having had their own lived experiences 
(Creswell, 2007). This sampling strategy is mainly associated with small-scale, in-depth studies 
that focus on exploring the perceptions and experiences of those being studied (Matthews & 
Ross, 2010). I used purposive sampling as I had specific selection criteria and this approach 
allowed me to include only those participants relevant to the study. 
The snowball sampling approach was useful as a method of recruiting participants since I 
had anticipated that the population of Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa 
would be quite hard for me to find. I was not familiar with this population, and I therefore made 
use of the non-probability method of snowball sampling. Using snowball sampling, I contacted 
one participant, and that participant was then asked to suggest other potential participants who 
met my selection criteria (Matthew &Ross, 2010). I gained access to the first participant through 
a friend of a neighbour’s domestic worker. I contacted her through WhatsApp and set up a time 
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for us to meet at her place over the weekend. That participant put me in touch with some of her 
friends from church who meet the selection criteria. I gained access to one participant through 
her employer, and keeping in mind the power dynamics of an employer-employee relationship, I 
emphasised to the participant that her participation should be completely voluntary. I reiterated 
the confidential nature with which I would treat the conversation. Snowball sampling allowed me 
to access the population because I did not know them, and I would otherwise have not had access 
to their networks. Study participants were purposively selected based on the following inclusion 
criteria: they had to (a) be a female Zimbabwean woman migrant currently working as a 
domestic worker in South Africa, (b) have been living in South Africa for at least six months, (c) 
have family back home in Zimbabwe, and (d) have a child. Additionally, they had to be able to 
communicate in English. As the data collector, I am proficient in speaking, reading, and writing 
English and would therefore be able to transcribe the interviews for analysis purposes. 
Pietersen (2007) notes that in phenomenological research, the researcher continues to 
interview participants until no new themes or additional information emerge from doing more 
interviews. Once this condition has been met, the point of data saturation has been reached 
(Fusch & Ness, 2015; Sargeant, 2012). Reaching data saturation concerns the basic question of 
how many interviews should be conducted until we reach a point where no new perspectives are 
introduced (Fusch & Ness, 2015). In phenomenological research, there is no one correct answer 
to this question. The number of participants to be interviewed in this case is not predetermined as 
is the case in quantitative research (Sargeant, 2012). However, Willig (2008) notes that 
qualitative research generally involves working with small numbers of participants, due to the 
time-consuming and laborious processes of gathering and analysing qualitative data. Creswell 
(2007) suggests that for a phenomenological study, the sample size should consist of between 
five to twenty-five participants, while Morse (1994) suggests that the minimum number should 
be six. I collected as much data through research interviews as I needed to capture all elements of 
the Zimbabwean domestic worker experience in South Africa until I reached the point of data 
saturation at nine participants. A summary of their biographical details is given in Table 1. 
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Table 1  
Demographics of Participants 
Pseudonym Age Literacy in English 
Length of time 
in South Africa 
Family left behind 
Sisi 35 Average reading and writing 5 years Child (7), sister, 
nieces, and nephews 
Thando  37 Average reading and writing 7 years Son (16) 
Kimberly 45 Average reading and writing  5 years 3 sons (16; twins, 24) 
Georgia 32 Average reading and writing 4 years Son (5), daughter (7), 
mother 
Dorcas 39 Average reading and writing  6 years Son (9), mother, 
father, sister 
Rose 58 Reading: Average 
Writing: Good 
22 years Daughter (31), 
grandson (14) 
Grace 36 Reading: Good 
Writing: Good 
7 years Daughter (15) 
Dodo 60 Reading: Good 
Writing: Good 
17 years Brothers and sisters 
Pummy 58 Reading: Average 
Writing: Good 
19 years Parents 
 
As can be seen in Table 1 above, the participants were between 32 and 60 years old, with 
the average age being 44. The years they had lived in South Africa ranged between 4 and 22 
years. It is worth noting that the three oldest participants (aged 58 and 60) had been in South 
Africa for an average of 19 years. Seven participants have children left behind in Zimbabwe. 
Although Rose’s daughter is now 31 years old, Rose left her behind to stay with relatives in 
Zimbabwe 22 years ago. Dodo and Pummy’s children joined them in South Africa and they now 
only have siblings and parents, respectively, remaining in Zimbabwe.  
Seven participants have children living in Zimbabwe. Two participants do not have 
children left behind but were included in the study because they reported having lived apart from 
their children for the first few years after they had migrated. Their children joined them in South 
Africa after having lived apart for years.  
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3.6 Data Gathering 
Individual interviews are one of the most widely used methods of gathering data used in 
qualitative phenomenological research (Gaudet & Robert, 2018). They can be 
structured/directive, unstructured/non-directive, or semi-structured/semi-directive. Semi-
directive or semi-structured interviews are the most generally used form of data gathering in 
qualitative research (Willig, 2008). To capitalise on the benefits of the structured and 
unstructured interviews, this study made use of semi-structured interviews with each domestic 
worker, intending to uncover their individual experiences (Silverman, 2013). I interviewed 
participants in their place of work during the weekend. The interviews were audio recorded and I 
used the interview guide to help me direct the conversation. The semi-structured interviews 
allowed me to directly access the experiences of participants and by allowing for probing 
questions, they were able to narrate their experiences in their own words (Sliverman, 2013). 
Another benefit of using semi-structured interviews as a data-gathering method is that it is 
compatible with the phenomenological thematic analysis method. 
3.7 Bracketing 
Bracketing is a method used in phenomenological qualitative research to limit the effects 
of the researcher’s preconceptions, which may negatively affect the credibility of the research 
process (Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013; Tufford & Newman, 2012). In qualitative research, 
bracketing is a way to protect the researcher from the cumulative effects of working with 
emotionally challenging material (Tufford & Newman, 2012). I therefore made an effort to set 
aside my knowledge, beliefs, values, and personal experiences in favour of listening with an 
open mind, allowing for an accurate description of participants’ life experiences (Chan et al., 
2013). As the researcher, I am the primary instrument for the gathering and analysis of 
participant data and through which the research findings are mediated (Chan et al., 2013). 
Through bracketing my own experiences as the researcher, the participants’ sharing of their 
experiences was not influenced (Chan et al., 2013). 
I made use of bracketing as a way to mitigate adverse effects (such as bias) of the 
research endeavour. It allowed me to maintain reflexivity across all stages of the research 
process, from selecting a research topic and target population to reporting the findings. There are 
a few assumptions that I had to set aside before conducting the interviews. I conducted the 
interviews during a time where there was a spike in xenophobic attacks in the country and my 
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assumption, therefore, was shaped by this context. Since I am a South African Zulu woman, I 
believed that the participants would assume that I was inherently xenophobic. Many of the 
women I had approached refused to participate in the study out of fear. However, the women 
who did participate in the study were very forthcoming and were open to sharing their 
experiences with me.  
3.8 Data Analysis 
Sargeant (2012) states that in a qualitative study, data analysis involves an interpretation 
of raw data. Pietersen’s (2007) phenomenological thematic analysis method was used to analyse 
the raw data obtained from individual interviews. This is consistent with the phenomenological 
approach adopted in this qualitative study. The data were analysed according to the steps 
proposed by Pietersen (2007). First, I obtained first-person descriptions through individual semi-
structured interviews and thereafter transcribed the data verbatim. I then read through each 
transcript, analysing individual statements made by each participant to determine if it answered 
any of the study objectives. The relevant statements were colour-coded, and these statements 
made up the natural meaning units (NMUs). Langdridge (2007) notes that the formulation of 
NMUs entails breaking down the text into smaller units of meaning by systematically working 
through the transcripts in an attempt to discern discrete meaning units. After identifying and 
isolating the NMUs, I then clustered and sorted them into different themes and sub-themes. The 
resulting themes and sub-themes are presented in Chapter 4, followed by a discussion in 
Chapter 5. What results, then, is a more in-depth and more holistic understanding of the 
phenomenon under study. 
3.9 Ethical Considerations 
Qualitative research generally involves intimate contact with human participants, and it 
therefore becomes important that ethical problems are avoided (Silverman, 2013). Ethics 
essentially requires the researcher to find a balance between the desire to contribute to scientific 
knowledge through research, and the rights of the individuals being studied (Neuman, 2014). As 
the researcher, I requested and was successfully granted ethical clearance by the research ethics 
committee at the University of Johannesburg (ethical clearance number IPPM-2019- 395 (M)). 
Only after I was granted ethical clearance was I able to begin collecting data.  
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It was my understanding that in talking about their experiences, there was always a 
possibility that participants may touch on issues of a sensitive nature that may have caused them 
distress. I informed the participants that if they shared sensitive information about themselves 
that led to negative emotional consequences, they would be referred to an experienced 
counselling psychologist. The participants were informed that the counselling service would be 
offered at no cost to them.  
The study included participants who had a limited understanding of the English language. 
Therefore, before they gave their consent, I explained to each participant in clear and easily 
understandable language the ethics involved in the research. I explained clearly and in simple 
language in the contents of the informed consent form, to ensure that participants fully 
understood their rights in the research process before agreeing to partake in the study. I informed 
each participant of their right to informed consent, the confidential nature with which their 
information will be treated, their right to voluntary participation, as well their right to withdraw 
at any point in the research process, for which they would not suffer any adverse consequences. 
There are four generally accepted ethical considerations in research, namely the right to informed 
consent, confidential treatment of participant’s identity, voluntary participation, and right to 
withdraw from the study. These are discussed below. 
3.9.1 Informed consent. “The most sacred principle of research ethics is informed 
consent” (Gaudet & Robert, 2018, p. 127). Informed consent means that the individual has been 
fully informed about the research before they agree to participate in the study and that their 
consent to participate is free from coercion (Berg, 2009; Neuman, 2014; Oliver, 2010). In this 
study, the research participants were fully informed about the research procedure and they were 
asked to give their consent by signing the consent form to participate in the study before they 
were interviewed (Willig, 2008). 
3.9.2 Confidentiality. Oliver (2010) explains that confidentiality refers to the idea of 
keeping the participant’s identity and personal details private. Confidentiality means keeping the 
participants’ information confidential and ensuring that information obtained through the study is 
never released in any way that will link specific individuals to it (Neuman, 2014). Steps were 
taken to protect the identity of research participants by ensuring that information about the 
participants acquired during the research process remains confidential (Oliver, 2010; Willig, 
2008). To ensure confidentiality and to protect their identity, the real names of the research 
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participants were not used in the reporting of this study, and each participant was instead given a 
pseudonym.  
3.9.3 Voluntary participation. This ethical consideration is concerned with the 
voluntary nature of the individuals’ participation in the study (Silverman, 2013). Participants 
may reserve the right to refuse to participate in the study for any reason (Silverman, 2013). The 
women in this study were informed that of the voluntary nature of their participation, and they 
were not in any way coerced to partake in the study (Silverman, 2013). 
3.9.4 Right to withdraw. The participant has a right to withdraw from the research 
process, and to request that their data be removed from the study should they be so inclined 
(Oliver, 2010). In this study, I informed each participant of their right to withdraw their 
participation from the research at any point and that they would not be penalised for doing so. 
3.10  Quality Assurance  
Lincoln and Guba (1985) maintain that the value of qualitative research relies on its level 
of trustworthiness. They claim that trustworthiness of a qualitative study can be achieved by 
establishing credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These are summarised 
in Table 2 and will be discussed below, along with the relevant techniques that were employed to 
ensure that each of these criteria is achieved.  
Table 2  
Trustworthiness Criteria and Techniques 
 
3.10.1  Credibility. The credibility of the findings refers to the extent to which we can be 




Credibility Prolonged field experience; reflexivity (bracketing); triangulation of 
data sources; member checking; peer examination; interview technique; 
structural coherence; establishing rapport 
Transferability Provide rich descriptions; purposeful sampling 
Dependability Audit trail; triangulation; peer examination 
Confirmability Audit trail; reflexive journal; triangulation 
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the credibility of the research include prolonged engagement, persistent observation, as well as 
the use of triangulation (Pandey & Patnaik, 2014). To ensure credibility, this study adopted 
research methods that are very well established for use in qualitative research (Shenton, 2004). I 
used semi-structured interviews to gather data and analysed the data using phenomenological 
thematic analysis. I used the triangulation of data sources by interviewing nine participants, 
aligning the different perspectives and experiences to enrich our understanding of the 
phenomenon being researched. Furthermore, I ensured the honesty of the accounts of participants 
by establishing rapport, reassuring them of the confidential nature with which their information 
would be treated, and also emphasising to the women that they had the freedom to withdraw 
from the study at any point, for any reason (Shenton, 2004). To further enhance the credibility of 
the study, I used reflexivity by bracketing my experiences through self-reflection. 
3.10.2 Transferability. In qualitative research, the quality of transferability is present 
when the study findings can be applied in other contexts (Blaikie, 2000). Pandey and Patnaik 
(2014) propose two techniques that can be used to establish transferability, namely, through 
providing rich descriptions of the phenomenon being researched and through providing a clear 
contextualisation of the study in terms of providing background data. As a form of ensuring 
transferability, this study made use of purposive sampling and outlined the participant selection 
criteria. Although the two techniques used to establish transferability were utilised in this study, 
the purpose of this research is not to generalise the results. This research concerned itself with 
studying the unique lived experiences Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa.  
3.10.3 Dependability. A research study has dependability when findings have 
consistency and can be repeated (Blaikie, 2000). Anney (2014) suggests that dependability can 
be achieved through the following techniques: developing an audit trail, employing a code–
recode strategy, triangulation, and peer examination. Pandey and Patnaik (2014) suggest that an 
inquiry audit is sufficient to ensure dependability. In this study, the dependability quality was 
achieved by providing a detailed plan of how the research would be conducted in the form of a 
research proposal before the data-gathering commenced. Furthermore, I have documented how 
the study was conducted, and will thereafter provide an evaluation of the results using an 
established method of data analysis (Shenton, 2004). To ensure dependability through the code–




3.10.4 Confirmability. This refers to the extent to which the study findings are truly 
formed by the information provided by study participants and not by the biases of the researcher 
(Blaikie, 2000). The techniques which were utilised to ensure confirmability include having an 
audit trail, engaging in reflexivity, as well as making use of triangulation (Anney, 2014; Pandey 
& Patnaik, 2014; Shenton, 2004). According to Shenton (2004), triangulation of data sources and 
methods is used to help minimise researcher bias. In this study, an audit trail was used to 
establish confirmability. This involved providing a highly detailed description of the data during 
the collection and analysis stages, while also providing justifications for the methods employed. 
3.11 Conclusion 
This chapter outlined the research design adopted in the study. The methodology outlined 
in this chapter determines how data were collected and informed the analysis phase. A discussion 




CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
4.1 Introduction 
The findings presented in this chapter are an analysis of the lived experiences of 
Zimbabwean domestic workers in South Africa. The data was obtained from nine semi-
structured interviews with the use of an interview guide. Natural meaning units were identified 
from the transcriptions and phenomenological thematic analysis was used to identify eight 
themes which provide a descriptive analysis of the data. In this chapter, I provide a list of the 
identified units of meaning (Natural Meaning Units [NMUs]) in Table 3. I then provide an in-
depth description of the themes and sub-themes that emerged from an examination of the NMUs. 
The themes report on participants’ reasons for migrating, how they experience long-distance 
relationships with their loved ones left behind in Zimbabwe, and how being away from home 
affects their work.  
Table 3 below represents the list of NMUs identified during the data analysis. 
Table 3  
Natural Meaning Units by Participant 
Participant 1: Thando 
1. “The situation there there’s no jobs even to live there, eish it’s something else that I cannot 
even explain.” 
2. “There are no jobs there in Zimbabwe.” 
3. “If you’re not that educated you won’t get a job.” 
4. “Sometimes to go to school it’s very hard.” 
5. “The [school] fee is very high, some of us won’t afford it.” 
6. “We drop [out of] school and we think that it’s better to go outside to look for something.” 
7. “Here in South Africa it’s not that tough, they’re not that strict [immigration laws].” 
8. “I come from Zimbabwe, [in Botswana] you are just someone who’s a criminal, they see 
criminals. At least here they know that Zimbabweans are also people like us.” 
9. “It’s very easy. You see now I’m doing something; my child is living; he’s going to school.” 
10. “[My husband] was no longer calling us, money for rent— where we were staying we were 
renting. So, I just decided to take my child and go home. Then after that, I come this side 
and I leave the child there.” 
11. “My child is suffering. Sometimes— long back my child was very bright at school but now 
he’s going down down down, which I don’t know what’s going on.” 
12. “He always told me that, ‘Ey I wish mama I was there with you.’” 
13. “I can’t just come and stay with you while I’m doing something for you again, you see.” 
14.  “Even when you finish at 6 you knock off. There’s no time.” 
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15. “Being home nje. Being home is something special. You see when you are a foreigner, 
even last time they were talking about xenophobia-xenophobia. You won’t settle, you’ll 
be thinking that what if they catch me and they’re angry and they do something bad. What 
about my child, you see?” 
16. “You no longer feel safe you’ll be thinking that ‘ey I’m just risking nje.’” 
17. “I was thinking of my child. I was thinking of my child; you know if you are a mother 
you’ll always be thinking about these things for your child.” 
18. “If you don’t see your child maybe for a year you only see your child once in December, 
it’s so painful. Because you can’t go always always. You must budget.” 
19. “[I visit home] once a year in December.” 
20. “[I stay for] maybe two weeks or three weeks and then I come back. Because I can’t stay 
there long because they need food. I have to come back and work and send food.” 
21. “I have to go once a year because the transport is too expensive.” 
22. “I can’t go back home because I don’t have money.” 
23. “I can see that he has that thing that maybe my mum doesn’t like me or doesn’t love me 
something like that, you see.” 
24. “But when I’m going there ay, I’m trying just to make him happy. You know kids but eish 
it’s very hard. It’s very hard.” 
25. “The situation is not that good. So, you find that sometimes you call him he won’t say 
much because the people will be there.” 
26. “[My son] tells me, ‘When you are buying me clothes, they take my clothes.’” 
27. “Last time he was beaten by the other child, by my cousin’s child; he beat him badly. I was 
hurt. He was beaten the whole body. You know that stick which AmaZulu [the Zulus] they 
are using, that one?” 
28. “I wish [his grandparents] were there at least maybe life was going to be better.” 
29. “At times he will be telling me that, ‘sometimes I go to school I do not eat’ but it’s so 
painful because you are sending money for food.” 
30. “I wish I can stay with my child yoh. But the situation doesn’t allow.” 
31. “He’s 16 years and he’s tall and you’ll find that some guys which are not going to school, 
when he’s not around he’s at school they took the clothes and wear them.” 
32. “You see it’s hurting so in time you realise that eish maybe my child doesn’t find enough 
love.” 
33. “The people who are taking care of him [don’t] like him, you see. It’s so painful.” 
34. “Once you don’t send, yoh, they will call you and tell you something else.” 
35. “Big one. And even if you are sending they will still complain that the money that you are 
sending is too little. And even if you’re telling them these days I’m not working.” 
36. “I just call.” 
37. “I only told myself that I will go in December, I’ll come back January. I wish maybe to go 
maybe twice or thrice at least.” 
38. “When I’m not working sometimes, they [my cousins] bring me food because I don’t have 
a permanent job.” 
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39. “The problem which I’m facing even we are staying sometimes I cry that, ‘God till when? 
Because some of the people here they don’t like us,’ you see. It’s like where I’m staying 
I’m just the only foreigner and I’m even thinking about because every time when they talk 
ey they talk so painful towards us. It’s like they there’s this other lady she’s working 
cleaning she’s always complaining, ‘am tired of Zimbabweans, they’re making me tired, 
they come here to finish our medication they do what-what. Why can’t you go to your 
country?’ 
Participant 2: Georgia 
40. “It’s nice this South Africa. It’s nice; it’s easy to find the job.” 
41. “I was leaving [Zimbabwe] because the money was too small.” 
42. “It was so hard to leave my family because I was crying.” 
43. “I was crying because now I just left my kids because I want to go to look for the job to 
come here, South Africa.” 
44. “Three years ago I was visiting [Zimbabwe] I just to go there to stay for three weeks then I 
came back.” 
45. “For now I don’t have money to go there.” 
46. “I want my kids to come here to visit to see me.” 
47. “I don’t want to come to stay forever here in South Africa.” 
48. “For now I just to pay the rent and buy the food. I don’t have the money to send for the 
home.”  
49. “I just tell my mum and my sister because for the [moment] I don’t have money to send to 
give my child because for now I have a little job, it’s not too much job, you see. That’s 
why I’m just supposed to pay for the rent. The money I find it I pay the rent and to buy the 
food that I’m gonna eat.” 
50. “My heart it was so painful I remember the time I was crying in the bus. Yes, then I was 
just, the bus was standing to go in the road, I just eish [pause] my mind was still thinking 
about my kids yoh.” 
51. “I like to speak to them but [my daughter] doesn’t understand so I just speak [to] my 
sister.” 
52. “Sometimes I even miss my kids. I just phone my sister. I want to speak with my kids.” 
53. “Sometime it’s my sister [who] helps my kids.” 
Participant 3: Sisi 
54. “I [moved] here in South Africa … in search of a job.” 
55. “In Zimbabwe, I can find a job but the salary is very poor; I cannot do anything with the 
salary.”  
56. “Jobs are there but there’s no pay at the end.”  
57. “I say let me try another option to say let me try to move to South Africa and get better 
pastures.” 
58. “South Africa [is] the only the country that is near to me— to my place. It’s very— we are 
too close, too close by the border so that’s why I’m here.” 
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59. “[South Africa is] closer and the economy is better than ours just comparing and it’s better 
than the others like Mozambique or Zambia but those two other countries are far away.” 
60. “I got to get money for the children to get to go to school it is very difficult if you are not 
working.” 
61. “I was not getting money to buy even basic foods at the house, money for the children to 
go to school, it was difficult even myself to get money to support myself. It was difficult 
for myself so I see I can’t live such a life like this.” 
62. “I’m here but my mind and my spirit is at home.” 
63. “The moment that you left you start to see where I’m going is far away but there is no 
option that I can do besides leaving.” 
64. “I can say the room that I’m living in in Soshanguve belongs to my cousin. She left 
everything. She said, ‘I’m no longer living here you can take everything you can use.’” 
65. “You cannot do anything in life without working; you must work so that you can [be] able 
to get something.”  
66. “I’m very happy because when I go there I just see they are living with [her] in a good 
way.” 
67. “But if you just see you see she gets enough food each and every time, she bath each and 
every time so you just see she’s living proper way.” 
68. “I go [to Zimbabwe] like after two years. But if I’m working properly even after every year 
I can go but the problem [is that I] will not [have] money.” 
69. “If I’m working like from January to December, it is very easy for me to go back home 
because I’ve got money.” 
70. “If you are working like now, you don’t need to just keep the money, you send the 
money.” 
71. “At home, I don’t stay for a very long time. It’s like I stay according to my boss, how long 
did she give me. If she say two weeks, it’s two weeks I come back. If she say it’s a month, 
it’s a month, I come back.” 
72. “Without working to just say let me stay at home and look my children like this it will be 
very impossible because if they see other children like [at] Christmas time wearing new 
clothes [and] everything, they will not feel happy.” 
73. “You say, ‘I’m not working,’ they say ‘no, we need new clothes.’ ‘I’m not working, my 
kids,’ they say, ‘no, we don’t understand.’ They don’t understand it to say mama is not 
working.” 
74. “We are too close because every problem at home, they can tell me if there’s something 
wrong, they can tell me.” 
75. “I speak to them on the phone, we WhatsApp, chat on the WhatsApp.” 
76. “For communication [with my kids], it’s not a problem.” 
77. “First time that I came here, I was working. Later, she paid me like, okay and then now I 
don’t have money I’ll pay you half. I say, ‘Okay it’s fine give me half that you have.’ 
Later I say, ‘Do you still remember my money?’ She say, ‘Ah no I give you.’” 
78. “We just we talk on the phone, you just hear the kids talking on the phone but sometimes 
you just want to face each other.” 
79. “The moment that I leave or the moment that I’m here, on the phone they say, ‘Okay 
mama can you buy me some clothes, can you bring me some biscuits?’ They understand 
that you get it— the biscuits they coming from South Africa where mama is working.” 
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80. “It makes me to work harder because you know from here to my place, it’s very far away. 
And we take a long time here so we must not play.” 
81. “By the end, [a man is] gonna say, ‘okay I’m giving you a place neh, you must be my— 
you must sleep with me.’ I didn’t face that problem because my cousin is the one just give 
me a place to stay.” 
82. “To get the proper papers, it’s too difficult.” 
Participant 4: Dorcas 
83. “I was working but then at the end of the day when you get that money you won’t be able 
to do all what you want to do because prices go up almost every day and the value of that 
money goes down all the time.” 
84. “For me, it was really difficult because I was a single mother. I was supposed to take care 
of my son, my father and mum stayed at rural homes so I had to help together with my 
three sisters but then we couldn’t manage.” 
85. “[My employers] said to me things will be hard for them because like especially in terms 
of food they have to feed me, they have to feed my son.” 
86. “I only go [to Zimbabwe] once a year in January.” 
87. “[I] usually stay for two weeks.” 
88. “I always check them on WhatsApp.” 
89. “My parents they don’t have WhatsApp so I do call them. My sister, we talk every day but 
the parents, I only call like month-end only.” 
90. “For my son, it’s per term, termly [remittances]”. For my family, my mum and dad maybe 
twice a year.  
91. “Sometimes when I am sick I tell my brother that I am sick… sometimes he’ll just say go 
to the hospital maybe by that time I won’t be having money so it would be hard for me.” 
92. “Let’s say I don’t do my work properly, maybe I will have something which will be 
disturbing me maybe I heard that my mum is not feeling well and then when I am busy 
working maybe I just make a mistake or maybe I break a cup.” 
Participant 5: Rose 
93. “By that time I did a secretarial course, I couldn’t find work.” 
94. “So when I arrived here I contacted my aunt.” 
95. “She said since you’re not working there at home don’t go back, I will help you to find a 
job. So she helped me find a job.” 
96. “I said, ‘I don’t want to be a domestic worker.’” 
97.  “They said you can easily get a job.” 
98. “Maybe I stayed about three to four months without a job, then she found me a job.” 
99. “I want to retire now.” 
100. “Now I want to stay at home.” 
101. “It wasn’t my intention to leave [Zimbabwe].” 
102. “I was thinking of [my child and grandchild] them every day. I was thinking of them.” 
103. “Every year I leave in December [for] three weeks.” 
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104. “They also come for maybe one week.” 
105. “We WhatsApp each other, we tell each other things.” 
106. “There are some things [my daughter] doesn’t tell me.” 
107. “If they ask for things, I buy for them.” 
108. “I miss home, even if it’s hard.” 
109. “In Zimbabwe, even if you are educated, there is no job.” 
Participant 6: Grace 
110. “That’s why I decided to come here, because I was struggling to find what things that she 
needs to school so that’s why I decided maybe let me go and maybe I can find something 
to help my baby to go to school.” 
111. “I was struggling to find what she needs because you know, she’s grown up. She needs 
many things, like, [for] school, you know girls.” 
112. “I was struggling because I was not working.” 
113. “That’s why I said okay, if it is like this maybe let me just move so that I can see what I 
can do for my baby.” 
114. “Now I’m the one I’m also taking care of [my parents] now.” 
115. “I send money at home, like my parents, every month, sometimes at home groceries are 
too expensive I have to buy grocery here and send at home to my parents, even to my 
baby. She’s at school but I have also to buy the grocery for her. On top of that, I have 
many people to take care of.” 
116. “I don’t have choice but inside my heart, my heart is paining that I’m far away with my 
daughter. Sometimes I feel like I can cry but I’m far, I can’t do anything. I just have to be 
strong and help my daughter to be fine.” 
117. “It’s difficult because you stay far with the family, you know, things can’t be nice every 
time other stuff you will see like, no no no but I need my family. 
118. “I don’t have choice because of the problems I was facing.” 
119. “Like, you are here with strange peoples not maybe your family, you just met here. 
You’re doing this and that but still more, something is missing.” 
120. “It’s very difficult but we don’t have choice; that’s the problem. We don’t have choice, 
we have to. Because we are here to work, we are here to help our parents, we are here to 
work to help our kids so we don’t have choice.” 
121. “I have got also my sister, she’s here. She’s the one she called me to come here so I think 
she’s the family I have here.” 
122. “I left my daughter she was I think six, seven years. So she— she’s not grew up with me. 
She’s [growing] maybe [with] her aunty, her granny, my parents. She’s not taking love 
from me.” 
123. “Also me, I’m not even seeing her, how she’s struggling with other stuff, how she’s 
grown up.” 
124. “I’m skipping. Like this year, if I’m going home then next year she will be coming here. 
Then another year, so that I can save. Because if I will be going every year at home then I 
will not do anything.” 
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125. “South Africa is the place that is close to our home. … Because it’s not far. … Because I 
can’t go to Nigeria to jump South Africa while I’m here, I can’t. That’s why I choose to 
come here, it’s close. If anything can happen at home, maybe I can’t take like three days, 
four days before going home.” 
126. “Sometimes if I’m struggling [with] something, I need money, [my boss is] helping me to 
come out on that situation.” 
127. “Even my boss, she’s also helping me because if I talk to her that I have got this problem 
and that problem I want to solve it, she’s helping me.” 
128. “The time I was coming here I didn’t know anything, I didn’t know anyone. [My sister is] 
the one, she said no I see you struggling so can you come here maybe you can see what 
you can do.” 
129. “The time I was coming here I was- I came to where she was staying. We were staying 
together, even though she’s married. But I was staying with her.” 
130. “One day I want to leave here to go to my home and be with my family. As long as I 
finish what I want, you see.” 
131. “There are many challenges that we face, because this country is not ours. They need 
maybe papers. When asked to find the papers we struggle to find those papers. We are 
working, we are doing stuff but we are not comfortable because this is not our country. 
We don’t have enough papers. Even I can go to my Zimbabwean embassy but they can’t 
give proper documents for me. They will say maybe, “We need money.” Or maybe they 
will just saying I need money. I will pay maybe one thousand something [rands] but 
[with] that one thousand something, they will not help me. They will just take my money, 
it’s gone” 
132. “It’s a challenge because other one maybe can say, “I will fix the papers for you” while 
he is just lying. Just want to take advantage of us, you see. So if you are foreigners, many 
people they taking advantage of us so it’s a challenge, we are not comfortable but we are 
here to work.” 
133. “If I can help my baby to finish her education, I just want to start business. Even though I 
already started my business, if it can grow better then maybe I will not stay long here.” 
134. “These people [employers] they are not treating us like human beings sometimes.” 
135. “Every time I was trying my best to phone her so that she have always mind that my mum 
even though she’s not around but I have got my mum.” 
136. “Our holiday here is only 15 days, it’s like [two] weeks. 
Participant 7: Pummy 
137. “Only my young sister who was here, the one who comes after me, is the one who invited 
me to come here because the situation wasn’t like good.” 
138. “Because earlier on there I was a teacher and then I terminated my services as a teacher 
and then I got my pension, and then I used that pension and that was that. And from there 
I couldn’t survive because I had no money.” 
139. “I had no longer any income actually so I couldn’t provide for my kids because as a 
single mum I couldn’t provide anything for my kids.” 
140. “Fortunately when I came here in 2001, my cousin was here she put me in this family.” 
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141. “I had to take some of my salary and send it to [my son] in Zim. Not to him only, but to 
my parents as well because no one was taking care of my parents.” 
142. “Actually I had no intention of coming to South Africa because of what I used to hear 
about South Africa you know but at times, the situation forces you. That’s how I came. It 
took me time to get used to.” 
143. “I came to South Africa because most of the people were saying that in Africa it is the 
only country where you can get jobs easily.” 
144. “There was a time before I got my permit you’d be stopped by police, you’d be stopped 
by these other— the ones eh… ‘if you don’t have money we’ll take you home.’ You 
know, living under fear.” 
145. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life here, especially at this age. I’m tired.” 
146. “Two to three weeks. It will be depending on the days that I would have been given by 
my boss at work.” 
147. “That’s not enough time.” 
148. “In my salary, there’s a certain amount that I take home to help there because I’ve got my 
aunts there to help at home.”  
149. “There was a time whereby when [my employer] was employing me he told me that, ‘no 
sleepover visitors in my house.’ So in other words, he was meaning that my children are 
not allowed to sleepover. And since then my children have never slept over. Now I’ve 
got grandchildren, they only come for a visit they are not allowed for a sleepover.” 
150. “I took it one step at a time but it was so hard because I would think of my parents every 
day, I would think of my kids every day.” 
Participant 8: Dodo 
151. “It was very tough to stay there although I was working by then but just because by then I 
was a widow, so I couldn’t— It was very difficult for me to raise the three children, for 
them to go to school and have everything ready for them. So I just decided, let me try 
something, maybe when I get to South Africa I’ll get green pasture.” 
152. “Before my husband passed away, he was working here in South Africa. So I used to 
come termly for a visit, termly for a visit. So I got used to South African life.”  
153. “I’ve been a primary school teacher for 20 years in Zimbabwe. So you know by then, 
leaving your qualified job and then at the end of the day you are working as a domestic 
worker, that is something. But you couldn’t do anything because when you have already 
resigned there’s no turning back.” 
154. “The granny who introduced me to my boss, [she] was an employer for my husband.” 
155. “When there were hardships in Zimbabwe, she said, “[Dodo], just come this side and then 
just work for my daughter and then we are going to help you to get your teaching job. 
That’s how I came.” 
156. “You know, home is home. You miss your relatives, your friends, your neighbours.” 
157. “You know, before I left them, I had discussions with [my family] to talk about, ‘is it 
okay if I go?’ and they were all saying you better go and try and then when it’s— if it’s 
not conducive for you then you can always come back.” 
158. “It wasn’t nice because you know, family is family. And then coming here you don’t have 
anyone around you. It was very difficult.” 
41 
 
159. “I’ve got my in-laws, I’ve got my daughter-in-laws; I’ve got my grandchildren around 
me; I’ve got my Christian fellow members with me around—those are like my mothers, 
my brothers and sisters.” 
160. “They support me socially, they support me very much in prayers when I’m under 
difficult situations they are always there for me. Always there for me.” 
161. “Some years I go three times a year and some years when I’m financially constrained, I 
only go once at the end of the year in December.” 
162. “I usually stay there three weeks, which is 21 days.”  
163. “The relationship is still there. They also come and visit, time and again and we 
communicate, we communicate.” 
164. “I make it a point that a day doesn’t go by without saying, “Hi, how are you there? How 
are you doing? What are the problems over there?” 
165. “Over phone calls and WhatsApp.” 
166. “You know, I used to wish that one day, it’s better for me to have a preschool centre 
because when I trained, I trained as an infant teacher.”  
167. “I have friends who are South Africans, we do socialise, we do share ideas. We do many 
things together.”  
Participant 9: Kimberly 
168. “The way we are staying in Zimbabwe it’s very difficult.”  
169. “The way we are staying in Zimbabwe, the economy is not good; I can’t even support the 
kids if I don’t work.” 
170. “It’s just a nearer country. It’s close.” 
171. “If you are not very educated, even the jobs, you can’t get the jobs just because of the 
economy. If the jobs were there, should’ve been not here.” 
172. “We separated from my husband, so it was difficult for me to keep my children 
whatsoever.” 
173. “It’s difficult to leave your kids there and come here, it’s very difficult but I just think 
that if I move here and keep my kids there at home it’s better.” 
174. “Here it’s very difficult because you can’t walk even at night.” 
175. “It’s like, here in South Africa the way the police— If I want to go even to Joburg I can’t 
go because I won’t be having the full details of myself, I only have my passport. When I 
bring it to the police they don’t like it because they need the permit.”  
176. “Life here is better than life in Zimbabwe. 
177. “It’s my sister who called me to come here.” 
178. “I always visit during December on the 20th. Every year I will be going on the 20th [of 
December] and coming [back] on the 15th January. Then I will spend the whole year here 
not seeing my family.”  
179. “It bothers me a lot but I don’t have an option.” 
180. “The one who is 17 years old, [I came] here when he was 10 years, now he’s 17, you 
see.”  
181. “If a child doesn’t have motherly care, he will be like someone who doesn’t even have 




182. “He can even smoke, if I’m there he can’t smoke, you see.” 
183. “Every month-end when I send him money, I will talk to him.” 
184. “[My son] respects me very much but a child can even hide the things he does when you 
are not there. But when I’m there he respects me.” 
185. “If you don’t hear from other people you end up not knowing anything. 
186. “The way I used to be with them and the way they are acting when we are separated it’s 
different. As a mother, you can see that it is different. It’s not the way they were doing 
when I started having them.”  
187. “Nobody can help me when I’m stranded. I can’t lie on that, I will stand by myself. But if 
something happened which is not good, if I need something like money, I’ll ask my boss. 
He’ll give me but I will— he will take it on my salary.” 
188. “It’s so difficult, very difficult. I can’t even explain. Sometimes I can even sleep crying 
like, you see. But at the end just say, ‘God knows.’” 
 
From the above NMUs, it can be seen that most participants cited poverty and a lack of 
opportunities as reasons for leaving Zimbabwe. South Africa’s attractive economy is the main 
factor pulling them into the country. They stressed how they missed home, that it is challenging 
being away from their children, but that they felt that they have no other choice. Most stated that 
they are able to visit Zimbabwe only once a year for a duration of only two weeks. Guilt, worry, 
and remittance-sending characterise their experience of transnational mothering. 
4.2 Themes and Sub-Themes 




Table 4  
Emerging themes with corresponding NMUs 
Theme Sub-theme Corresponding NMUs 
Leaving Zimbabwe  Poverty 1, 4, 6, 10, 41, 55, 56, 60, 61, 84, 111, 
139, 169 
Lack of opportunities 2, 3, 5, 83, 93, 109, 112, 113, 138, 153, 
171 
Coming to South 
Africa 
Ease of finding 
employment 
40, 54, 57, 65, 97, 110, 143,151, 176 
Proximity to Zimbabwe 58, 59, 125, 170 
Sibling encouragement 121, 128, 137, 157, 177 
Visiting home  18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 24, 37, 44, 45, 68, 69, 
71, 86, 87, 103, 124, 136, 146, 147, 161, 
162, 178, 179 
Coping strategies Networks of support 38, 64, 74, 81, 91, 94, 95, 98, 119, 126, 
127, 129, 140, 159, 160, 167, 187 
Future aspirations 47, 99, 100, 130, 133, 144, 145, 166  
Electronic communication 36, 51, 52, 75, 76, 78, 88, 89, 105, 163, 
164, 165 
Challenges in South 
Africa 
Employers 14, 77, 85, 149 
Documentation 7, 82, 131, 132 
Harassment from police 175 
Children’s experience 
back home 
 11, 12, 25, 26, 27, 29, 31, 33, 66, 67 
Impact on work  80, 92 
Transnational 
mothering 
Feelings of guilt 23, 32, 43, 50, 122, 123, 180, 182 
Missing one’s children 30, 46, 102, 108, 116, 150 
Remittance-sending 34, 35, 48, 49, 70, 90, 107, 114, 115, 
141, 148 
Fractured bonds 106, 186 




4.2.1 Theme: Leaving Zimbabwe. This theme explored participants’ reasons for leaving 
Zimbabwe. Poverty and a lack of opportunities were identified as the primary factors that 
informed participants’ decision to leave their homes and these are therefore presented as sub-
themes below.  
4.2.1.1 Sub-theme: Poverty. Poverty was identified as one of the main factors motivating 
the move from Zimbabwe. Thando explained why she decided to leave her home country: “The 
situation there, there’s no jobs even to live there, eish it’s something else that I cannot even 
explain” (NMU 1). 
Being unable to take care of one’s children due to unemployment and poverty was 
pointed out by participants as the biggest motivator for leaving. As single parents, many of the 
participants felt that they had to leave Zimbabwe so that they could find employment that would 
allow them to support their children. Pummy explained, “I had no longer any income actually so 
I couldn’t provide for my kids because as a single mum I couldn’t provide anything for my kids” 
(NMU 139). Pummy’s words were echoed by Dorcas:  
For me, it was really difficult because I was a single mother. I was supposed to take care 
of my son, my father and mum stayed at rural homes so I had to help together with my 
three sisters but then we couldn’t manage. (NMU 84) 
Kimberley also highlights the need to take care of her kids: “The way we are staying in 
Zimbabwe, the economy is not good; I can’t even support the kids if I don’t work” (NMU 169). 
Similarly, two other participants pointed out: “I got to get money for the children to get to go to 
school, it is very difficult if you are not working.” (Sisi, NMU 60); “I was struggling to find what 
[my daughter] needs because you know ... she’s grown up. She needs many things like [for] 
school, you know girls” (Grace, NMU 111). 
Some participants revealed that in addition to the scarcity of jobs, the jobs that are 
available in Zimbabwe do not pay a living wage. This is illustrated in the following statements: 
“In Zimbabwe, I can find a job but the salary is very poor I cannot do anything with the salary” 
(Sisi, NMU 55); “I was leaving because the money was too small” (Georgia, NMU 41); “Jobs 




I was not getting money to buy even basic foods at the house money for the children to go 
to school it was difficult even myself to get money to support myself it was difficult for 
myself so I see I can’t live such a life like this (NMU 61). 
Some participants highlight how poverty, through how it limits one’s educational 
opportunities, leads to unemployment. When one is born into poverty and cannot afford school 
fees, they drop out: “We drop school and we think that it’s better to go outside to look for 
something” (Thando, NMU 6). 
Thando’s husband left for Botswana and stopped supporting her and their son. She was 
then forced to make the difficult decision to leave her son with distant relatives in Zimbabwe 
while she came to search for employment in South Africa: “He was no longer calling us, money 
for rent— where we were staying we were renting. So, I just decided to take my child and go 
home. Then after that, I come this side and I leave the child there” (NMU 10). 
4.2.1.2 Sub-theme: Lack of opportunities. This sub-theme refers to participants’ 
perception that there are no economic opportunities in Zimbabwe, which then informs their 
decision to leave the country. Most participants reported that they could not find jobs in 
Zimbabwe and this is illustrated in the following statements: “There are no jobs there in 
Zimbabwe” (Thando, NMU 2); “If you are not very educated, even the jobs, you can’t get the 
jobs just because of the economy. If the jobs were there, [I] should’ve been not here” (Kimberly, 
NMU 171). With very few employment opportunities and therefore being unable to take care of 
herself and her family, Grace reports that she was struggling: “I was struggling because I was 
not working. … That’s why I said okay, if it is like this maybe let me just move so that I can see 
what I can do for my baby” (NMUs 112 & 113). 
Generally, it is expected that educated individuals will have relatively less trouble in 
securing employment. According to Thando, “If you’re not that educated you won’t get a job” 
(NMU 3). She further highlighted the role that poverty plays in limiting one’s opportunity to get 
an education, in turn further limiting one’s possible career choices: “The [school] fee is very 
high, some of us won’t afford it” (NMU 5). However, Rose, who had completed a secretarial 
course in Zimbabwe prior to her departure, revealed, “By that time I did a secretarial course, I 
couldn’t find work” (NMU 93). She added that “in Zimbabwe, even if you are educated, there is 
no job” (NMU 109).  
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Pummy and Dodo have similar stories. They are both qualified teachers and had worked 
as educators in Zimbabwe for several years before moving to South Africa. When their country’s 
economy collapsed, they resigned and cashed in their pensions. They then came to South Africa 
and worked as domestic workers. For them, this was their best alternative. They explain:  
Because earlier on there I was a teacher and then I terminated my services as a teacher 
and then I got my pension, and then I used that pension and that was that. And from there 
I couldn’t survive because I had no money. (Pummy, NMU 138) 
I’ve been a primary school teacher for twenty years in Zimbabwe. So you know by then, 
leaving your qualified job and then at the end of the day you are working as a domestic 
worker, that is something. But you couldn’t do anything because when you have already 
resigned there’s no turning back. (Dodo, NMU 153) 
In explaining their transition from being qualified professionals to full-time, live-in 
domestic workers, Pummy and Dodo revealed that although it was a tough change, the move was 
worth it. For them, the alternative was worse as the situation in Zimbabwe was deteriorating. 
Dorcas narrated her experience of working in Zimbabwe: 
I was working but then at the end of the day when you get that money you won’t be able 
to do all what you want to do because prices go up almost every day and the value of that 
money goes down all the time. (NMU 83) 
4.2.2 Theme: Coming to South Africa. Having left Zimbabwe due to increasing poverty 
and a lack of economic opportunities, participants chose South Africa as a destination country. In 
exploring why South Africa was chosen as a destination country, the following sub-themes 
emerged: ease of finding employment, South Africa’s proximity to their home country 
Zimbabwe, as well as encouragement from siblings already living in South Africa. These are 
discussed in turn below. 
4.2.2.1 Sub-theme: Ease of finding employment. Participants have a perception that 
South Africa holds better economic opportunities than Zimbabwe. All participants stated that 
their primary reason for moving to South Africa was to secure employment. Sisi explained why 
it was important for her to get a job: “You cannot do anything in life without working; you must 
work so that you can able to get something” (NMU 65). Some believe—or were told by others—
that it is relatively easier to find a job in South Africa than it is in Zimbabwe. This is illustrated 
in the following statements: “I came to South Africa because most of the people were saying that 
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in Africa it is the only country where you can get jobs easily” (Pummy, NMU 143); “It’s nice 
this South Africa. It’s nice; it’s easy to find the job” (Georgia, NMU 40); “They said you can 
easily get a job” (Rose, NMU 97); and “I move here in South Africa in search of job, in search 
of a job” (Sisi, NMU 54).  
Participants revealed that they moved to South Africa in search of economic 
opportunities to support themselves and their loved ones. Grace revealed that being able to 
provide for her teenage daughter is what motivated her to move to South Africa: 
That’s why I decided to come here, because I was struggling to find what things that she 
needs to school so that’s why I decided maybe let me go and maybe I can find something 
to help my baby to go to school. (NMU 110) 
Sisi perceived South Africa as having better economic opportunities: “I say let me try another 
option to say let me try to move to South Africa and get better pastures” (NMU 57). Dodo 
narrated, 
It was very tough to stay there although I was working by then but just because by then I 
was a widow, so I couldn’t— It was very difficult for me to raise the three children, for 
them to go to school and have everything ready for them. So I just decided, let me try 
something maybe when I get to South Africa I’ll get green pasture. (NMU 151) 
Kimberley did not regret her decision to move to South Africa. In her own words, “life here is 
better than life in Zimbabwe” (NMU 176). 
4.2.2.2 Sub-theme: South Africa’s proximity to Zimbabwe. South Africa’s geographical 
proximity to Zimbabwe was considered by participants as a differentiating factor separating 
South Africa from other African countries that have relatively strong economies: “[South Africa 
is] closer and the economy is better than ours just comparing and it’s better than the others like 
Mozambique or Zambia but those two other countries are far away” (Sisi, NMU 59). When 
asked why she chose to come to South Africa instead of somewhere else, Grace responded,  
South Africa is the place that is close to our home, so that’s why. Because it’s not far like 
far, far far. Because I can’t go to Nigeria to jump South Africa while I’m here— I can’t. 
That’s why I choose to come here, it’s close. If anything can happen at home, maybe I 
can’t take like three days, four days before going home. (NMU 125) 
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Kimberly echoed her sentiments: “It’s just a nearer country. It’s close” (NMU 170). Sisi restated 
her earlier point: “South Africa [is] the only the country that is near to me— to my place. It’s 
very— we are too close, too close by the border so that’s why I’m here” (NMU 58). 
4.2.2.3 Sub-theme: Sibling encouragement. Participants report that they were called 
over to South Africa by their sisters already living in the country: “It’s my sister who called me 
to come here” (Kimberly, NMU 177). Pummy’s sister encouraged her to move to South Africa 
because of the deteriorating economic situation in Zimbabwe: “Only my young sister who was 
here, the one who comes after me, is the one who invited me to come here because the situation 
wasn’t like good” (NMU 137). Grace narrated a similar experience:  
I have got also my sister, she’s here. She’s the one she called me to come here so I think 
she’s the family I have here. … The time I was coming here I didn’t know anything, I 
didn’t know anyone. [my sister is] the one, she said no I see you struggling so can you 
come here maybe you can see what you can do. (NMUs 121 & 128) 
Dodo described a conversation she had with her siblings in Zimbabwe before she left for 
South Africa: 
You know, before I left them, I had discussions with them to talk about, “is it okay if I 
go?” and they were all saying you better go and try and then when it’s— if it’s not 
conducive for you then you can always come back. (NMU 157) 
4.2.3 Theme: Visiting home. This theme explores how often participants visited loved 
ones in Zimbabwe. Participants stated that they were only able to visit home once a year for at 
least two weeks: “I only go [to Zimbabwe] once a year in January [and I] usually stay for two 
weeks” (Dorcas, NMUs 86 & 87). As Kimberely explained, “I always visit during December on 
the 20th. Every year I will be going on the 20th [of December] and coming on the 15th [of] 
January. Then I will spend the whole year here not seeing my family” (NMU 178). This may be 
because of financial constraints and what the employer may allow: “Some years I go three times 
a year and some years when I’m financially constrained, I only go once at the end of the year in 
December” (Dodo, NMU 161). 
This is especially challenging for those with young children left behind in Zimbabwe, as 
Thando states, “If you don’t see your child maybe for a year, you only see your child once in 
December, it’s so painful. Because you can’t go always always. You must budget” (NMU 18). 
Georgia says it has been three years since her last visit to Zimbabwe: “Three years ago I was 
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visiting [Zimbabwe] I just to go there to stay for two weeks then I came back” (NMU 44). Sisi 
says it has been two years since she last visited: “I go [to Zimbabwe] like after two years. But if 
I’m working properly even after every year I can go but the problem [I] will not [be] having 
money” (NMU 68). 
Participants are limited in their cross-border mobility due to work obligations and a lack 
of funds. This is illustrated by the following statements: “I have to go once a year because the 
transport is too expensive” (Thando, NMU 21); “I can’t go back home because I don’t have 
money” (Thando, NMU 22); “For now I don’t have money to go there” (Georgia, NMU 45). 
Sisi shared that she finds it easier to visit home when she has a permanent job because she would 
have enough money: “If I’m working like from January to December, it is very easy for me to go 
back home because I’ve got money” (NMU 69). Grace has an arrangement with her daughter that 
allows her to save enough money to do the things she needs: 
I’m skipping. Like, this year if I’m going home then next year [my daughter] will be 
coming here. Then another year— so that I can save. Because if I will be going every 
year at home then I will not do anything. (NMU 124) 
4.2.4 Theme: Coping strategies. Coping strategies as an objective look at the various 
ways in which participants cope with being away from family for extended periods. Three sub-
themes emerged, namely networks of support in South Africa, future plans, and electronic 
communication. Having future plans was identified as a theme because having something to look 
forward to can be regarded as a coping strategy.  
4.2.4.1 Sub-theme: Networks of support in South Africa. Many participants reported 
that they had networks of support in South Africa. These may include blood relatives, employers, 
and friends. Dodo reported that she has a good support structure in South Africa since her sons 
now also live in South Africa and have spouses and children of their own: “I’ve got my 
daughter-in-laws; I’ve got my grandchildren around me; I’ve got my Christian fellow members 
with me around— those are like my mothers, my brothers and sisters” (NMU 159). She added, 
“I have friends who are South Africans, we do socialise, we do share ideas. We do many things 
together” (NMU 167).  
Sisi described how having networks of support helped her avoid being taken advantage of 
by opportunistic men in South Africa: “By the end, [a man is] gonna say, ‘okay I’m giving you a 
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place neh, you must be my— you must sleep with me.’ I didn’t face that problem because my 
cousin is the one just give me a place to stay” (NMU 81). 
Grace shared that her employer is one of the people who supported her in difficult times: 
“Even my boss, she’s also helping me because if I talk to her that I have got this problem and 
that problem I want to solve it, she’s helping me” (NMU 127). She further explained that her 
employer sometimes helps her out financially: “Sometimes if I’m struggling something I need 
money, she’s helping me to come out on that situation” (NMU 126). 
Participants described the kind of support they received from others. Thando’s relatives 
sometimes brought her food at times when she could not afford to buy it for herself: “When I’m 
not working sometimes, they bring me food because I don’t have a permanent job” (NMU 38). 
Other participants reported having received help with accommodation. Grace’s sister housed her 
when she first came into the country: “The time I was coming here I came to where she was 
staying. We were staying together, even though she’s married. But I was staying with her.” 
(NMU 129). Sisi’s cousin gave her the room in which she now lives: “I can say the room that 
I’m living in and Soshanguve belongs to my cousin. She left everything. She said, ‘I’m no longer 
living here you can take everything you can use’” (NMU 64). 
Participants also reported that they received help in finding work. Pummy’s cousin 
helped her find employment by introducing her to the family for whom she still works: 
“Fortunately when I came here in 2001, my cousin was here she put me in this family” 
(NMU 140). Similarly, Rose narrated the story of how her aunt helped her secure employment:  
So when I arrived here I contacted my aunt. … She said, ‘Since you’re not working there 
at home don’t go back, I will help you to find a job.’ … So she helped me find a job. … 
Maybe I stayed about three to four months without a job, then she found me a job. 
(NMUs 94, 95, & 98). 
Although Dorcas has a brother living in South Africa, she explained that she cannot 
always count on him to help her in difficult times: “Sometimes when I am sick I tell my brother 
that I am sick. … Sometimes he’ll just say go to the hospital, maybe, by that time I won’t be 
having money so it would be hard for me” (NMU 91). 
According to Grace, having quasi-familial networks of support in South Africa is not 
enough: “Like, you are here with strange peoples not maybe your family, you just met here. 
You’re doing this and that but still more, something is missing” (NMU 119). 
51 
 
4.2.4.2 Sub-theme: Future aspirations. Working towards a specific goal and having 
something to look forward to can be viewed as a coping strategy. A majority of the participants 
reported that they planned to move back to Zimbabwe at some point in the future. This is 
expressed in the following statements: “I really wanna go back to Zim and do farming— poultry. 
… I don’t want to spend the rest of my life here, especially at this age. I’m tired” (Pummy, 
NMUs 144 & 145); “I don’t want to come to stay forever here in South Africa” (Georgia, 
NMU 47); “One day I want to leave here to go to my home and be with my family. As long as I 
finish what I want, you see” (Grace, NMU 130). Now 58 years old, Rose revealed that she plans 
to retire and return home to Zimbabwe: “I want to retire now. … Now I want to stay at home” 
(NMUs 99 &100). 
Grace shared that she would like to start a new business and grow her existing one and 
thereafter move back to Zimbabwe: “If I can help my baby to finish her education, I just want to 
start [a] business. Even though I already started my business, if it can grow better then maybe I 
will not stay long here” (NMU 133). Similarly, Dodo’s plans for the future are business-related. 
She said, “You know, I used to wish that one day, it’s better for me to have a preschool centre 
because when I trained, I trained as an infant teacher” (NMU 166). 
4.2.4.3 Sub-theme: Electronic communication. Staying in contact with loved ones is one 
of the ways in which participants were able to maintain relationships. This theme looks at how 
participants use electronic communication as a way of maintaining their relationships with loved 
ones left behind in Zimbabwe. Participants identified phone calls and WhatsApp messaging as 
their primary methods of communication. This is clearly shown by the following statements: 
“Sometimes I even miss my kids. I just phone my sister. I want to speak with my kids” (Georgia, 
NMU 52); “I speak to them on the phone, we WhatsApp, chat on the WhatsApp” (Sisi, 
NMU 75); “I always check them on WhatsApp” (Dorcas, NMU 88); “I just call” (Thando, 
NMU 36); “I like to speak to them but she doesn’t understand so I just speak [with my] my 
sister” (Georgia, NMU 51). 
Similarly, Dorcas shared that she was able to communicate with her sister daily through 
WhatsApp but since traditional phone calls are more costly, she only called her parents once a 
month: “My parents they don’t have WhatsApp so I do call them. My sister— we talk every day 
but the parents I only call like month-end only” (NMU 89). On how she stayed in touch with her 
daughter, Rose said, “We WhatsApp each other, we tell each other things” (NMU 105). 
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Although having been in South Africa for 17 years, Dodo still maintained contact with her 
siblings in Zimbabwe “over phone calls and WhatsApp” (NMU 165). She said, “I make it a 
point that a day doesn’t go by without saying, ‘Hi, how are you there? How are you doing? What 
are the problems over there?’” (NMU 164).  
Although she expressed that communicating with loved ones is not a challenge for her—
“communication, it’s not a problem” (NMU 76)—Sisi explained that sometimes a phone call is 
not enough: “We just we talk on the phone, you just hear the kids talking on the phone but 
sometimes you just want to face each other” (NMU 78). 
4.2.5 Theme: Challenges in South Africa. This theme explored the challenges faced by 
participants during their stay in South Africa. The following sub-themes emerged: employers, 
difficulty obtaining permits, and harassment by South African police.  
4.2.5.1 Sub-theme: Employers. This theme explores the challenges participants faced 
regarding their employers. Although some participants reported that they had had pleasant 
experiences with their employers, others differed. Pummy’s employer prohibited her from 
having sleepover visits:  
There was a time whereby when he was employing me he told me that, ‘no sleepover 
visitors in my house,’ so, in other words, he was meaning that my children are not 
allowed to sleepover. And since then my children have never slept over. Now I’ve got 
grandchildren, they only come for a visit. They are not allowed for a sleepover. 
(NMU 149) 
She explained that her employer determined how long she could visit her family and that her 
visits to Zimbabwe usually lasted between “two to three weeks. It will be depending on the days 
that I would have been given by my boss at work” (Pummy, NMU 146). Similarly, Grace 
revealed, “Our holiday here is only 15 days, it’s like [two] weeks” (NMU 136). Dodo’s holiday 
is usually longer: “I usually stay there three weeks, which is 21 days” (NMU 162). Grace 
summed up her experience of employers: “These people they are not treating us like human 
beings sometimes” (NMU 134). Thando described that as a part-time domestic worker, she came 
in once a week and was expected to do a week’s worth of work in a day. She explained that she 
did not have a set knock-off time, but instead left when she has finished all the tasks set for her: 
“Even when you finish at 6 you knock off. There’s no time” (NMU 14). 
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4.2.5.2 Sub-theme: Difficulty obtaining permits. In exploring challenges faced by 
participants in South Africa, difficulty obtaining proper documentation emerged as a sub-theme. 
Sisi, for example, stated, “To get the proper papers, it’s too difficult” (NMU 82). Grace reflected 
on her experience: 
There are many challenges that we face, because this country is not ours. They 
need maybe papers. When asked to find the papers we struggle to find those papers. We 
are working, we are doing stuff but we are not comfortable because this is not our 
country. We don’t have enough papers. Even I can go to my Zimbabwean embassy but 
they can’t give proper documents for me. They will say maybe, “We need money.” Or 
maybe they will just saying I need money. I will pay maybe one thousand something 
[rands] but [with] that one thousand something [rands], they will not help me. They will 
just take my money- it’s gone. … It’s a challenge because other one maybe can say, “I 
will fix the papers for you” while he is just lying. Just want to take advantage of us, you 
see. So if you are foreigners, many people they taking advantage of us so it’s a challenge, 
we are not comfortable but we are here to work. (Grace, NMUs 131 & 132) 
4.2.5.3 Sub-theme: Harassment from police. Two participants reflected on their 
experience with the South African police. They reported being randomly stopped by the police 
and asked to produce permits. Pummy described her experience: “There was a time before I got 
my permit you’d be stopped by police, you’d be stopped by these other— the ones eh— ‘if you 
don’t have money we’ll take you home.’ You know, living under fear” (Pummy, NMU 144). 
Kimberley described a similar experience: “It’s like, here in South Africa the way the police… If 
I want to go even to Joburg I can’t go because I won’t be having the full details of myself, I only 
have my passport. When I bring it to the police they don’t like it because they need the permit” 
(Kimberley, NMU 175). 
4.2.6 Theme: Children’s experiences back home. This theme explores, through the lens 
of the women, the experiences of our participants’ children living in Zimbabwe. When their 
mothers migrate, the children are left behind with relatives. Thando left her son with distant 
relatives in Zimbabwe and she revealed that her son was being mistreated and abused by those 
who were responsible for taking care of him: “My child is suffering. Sometimes—long back my 
child was very bright at school but now he’s going down down down, which I don’t know what’s 
going on” (Thando, NMU 11); “He always told me that, ‘Ey I wish mama I was there with 
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you.’” (Thando, NMU 12); “The situation is not that good. So, you find that sometimes you call 
him he won’t say much because the people will be there”(Thando, NMU 25); “[My son] tells 
me, ‘When you are buying me clothes, they take my clothes’” (Thando, NMU 26); “Last time he 
was beaten by the other child by my cousin’s child, he beat him badly. I was hurt. He was beaten 
the whole body. You know that stick which AmaZulu they are using, that one?” (Thando, 
NMU 27).  
Sisi’s experiences were the opposite: 
I’m very happy because when I go there I just see they are living with [her] in a good 
way. … But if you just see you see she gets enough food each and every time, she bath 
each and every time so you just see she’s living proper way. (NMUs 66 & 67) 
4.2.7 Theme: Impact on work. This theme looks at how being away from home for 
extended periods impacts their work. As Dorcas put it, 
Let’s say I don’t do my work properly, maybe I will have something which will be 
disturbing me maybe I heard that my mum is not feeling well and then when I am busy 
working maybe I just make a mistake or maybe I break a cup. (NMU 92) 
Sisi explained how being away from Zimbabwe motivated her to put in more effort at work: “It 
makes me to work harder because you know from here to my place, it’s very far away. And we 
take a long time here so we must not play” (NMU 80). 
4.2.8 Theme: Transnational mothering. In exploring how participants maintained links 
with those left behind in Zimbabwe, the theme of transnational mothering emerged. The women 
in the study, although separated from their children, tried to live up to their role as mothers. This 
theme looks at how participants experienced mothering across national borders. The following 
sub-themes emerged: guilt, missing the children, remittance-sending, fractured bonds, and long-
distance parenting. These are discussed below.  
4.2.8.1 Sub-theme: Guilt. Feelings of guilt emerged as a sub-theme of the transnational 
mothering theme. It refers to the feelings of guilt experienced by the participants in terms of their 
decision to migrate and the extent to which this decision affected their relationships with their 
children. Some participants left Zimbabwe when their children were very young and have had to 
watch them grow up from a distance. They shared that they worried their children may not be 
getting enough love. Grace, who had a 16-year-old daughter, had this to say: “I left my daughter 
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she was I think six or seven years [old]. So she— she’s not grew up with me. She’s [growing] 
maybe [with] her aunty, her granny, my parents. She’s not taking love from me” (NMU 122). 
Similarly, Thando also believed that since she was not physically present to express it, her son 
was not getting enough love: “You see it’s hurting so in time you realise that eish maybe my 
child doesn’t find enough love” (NMU 32) and expressed feelings of guilt for leaving her son 
behind, which she believes has resulted in his doubting her love for him: “I can see that he has 
that thing that maybe my mum doesn’t like me or doesn’t love me something like that, you see” 
(NMU 23). Grace shared that she feels bad that she is not physically there to see her daughter 
grow up and to see her through her struggles: “I’m not even seeing her, how she’s struggling 
with other stuff, how she’s grown up” (NMU 123). 
Kimberley expressed emotions of guilt for having been away from her son for over seven 
years: “The one who is 17 years old— [I came] here when he was 10 years, now he’s 17, you 
see” (NMU 180). Kimberley further expressed worry that she was not physically present to 
guide her teenage son from picking up unhealthy lifestyle habits: “He can even smoke, if I’m 
there he can’t smoke, you see” (NMU 182). 
Georgia expressed the pain she felt when she left Zimbabwe: “My heart it was so painful 
I remember the time I was crying in the bus. … The bus was standing to go. … My mind was still 
thinking about my kids, yoh” (NMU 50). She elaborated, “I was crying because now I just left 
my kids because I want to go to look for the job to come here, South Africa” (NMU 43). 
4.2.8.2 Sub-theme: Missing the children. Grace shared that it was difficult being away 
from her daughter, and felt helpless as she felt there was no better alternative:  
I don’t have choice but inside my heart, my heart is paining that I’m far away with my 
daughter. Sometimes I feel like I can cry but I’m far, I can’t do anything. I just have to be 
strong and help my daughter to be fine. (NMU 116) 
Participants expressed that they missed their children and wished to spend more time with them. 
This is illustrated by the following statements: “I wish I can stay with my child yoh. But the 
situation doesn’t allow” (NMU 30); “I want my kids to come here to visit to see me” (Georgia, 
NMU 46). Rose recalled missing her family when she first moved to South Africa more than 22 
years ago: “I was thinking of them every day. I was thinking of them” (Rose, NMU 102). 
Pummy, who has lived in South Africa for the past 19 years, reported going through a similar 
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experience: “I took it one step at a time but it was so hard because I would think of my parents 
every day, I would think of my kids every day” (NMU 150). 
4.2.8.3 Sub-theme: Remittance-sending. Remittance-sending refers to the act of 
migrants sending money, groceries, or other goods to those left behind in home countries. All the 
participants shared that their primary reason for migrating to South Africa was to find 
employment so that they could provide for their families. Consistent with this, all participants 
reported that they sent remittances. Participants were expected to send money home, especially 
when they children left behind: “If you are working like now, you don’t need to just keep the 
money, you send the money” (Sisi, NMU 70). Some of the younger participants, who are part of 
what is referred to as the “sandwich generation,” are taking care of their children as well as their 
parents. Dorcas sends money to her son as well as her parents: “For my son, it’s per term— 
termly. For my family—my mum and dad—maybe twice a year” (NMU 90). Similarly, Grace 
also supports her daughter, her parents and other family members:  
I send money at home, like my parents, every month; sometimes at home groceries are 
too expensive I have to buy grocery here and send at home to my parents, even to my 
baby. She’s at school but I have also to buy the grocery for her. On top of that, I have 
many people to take care of. (NMU 115)  
When she first moved to South Africa 19 years ago, Pummy’s son was still young and her 
parents had not yet passed on. She explained, “I had to take some of my salary and send it to him 
in Zim. Not to him only, but to my parents as well because no one was taking care of my 
parents” (NMU 141). Nineteen years later, Pummy’s parents have passed on and her sons are 
grown and have incomes of their own; however, she still remits: “In my salary, there’s a certain 
amount that I take home to help there because I’ve got my aunts there to help at home” 
(NMU 148). On how she fulfils her motherly duties from afar, Rose shared, “If they ask for 
things, I buy for them” (NMU 107). 
Some participants expressed that they did not always have enough money to remit. This 
is especially true for those who were not employed full time and therefore had no consistent 
income. Families are different in how they respond in such situations. Thando’s son is being 
looked after by her extended family, and she expressed that 
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once you don’t send, yoh, they will call you and tell you something else … and even if you 
are sending they will still complain that the money that you are sending is too little. And 
even if you’re telling them, “these days I’m not working.” (NMUs 34 & 35). 
Georgia shared, “For now I just to pay the rent and buy the food... I don’t have the money to 
send for the home” (NMU 48). Fortunately, her family is more understanding  
I just tell my mum and my sister because I don’t have money to send to give my child 
because for now I have a little job, it’s not too much job, you see. That’s why I just 
supposed to pay for the rent. The money I find it I pay the rent to buy the food that I’m 
gonna eat. (NMU 49) 
Georgia’s sister is looking after her children, and when Georgia is not able to send money she 
steps in to help: “Sometime it’s my sister [who helps] my kids” (NMU 53). 
Some participants appear to use remittance-sending as a justification for their physical 
absence. Thando shared, “You see now I’m doing something; my child is living; he’s going to 
school” (NMU 9). Sisi explained that her children have grown to understand why she has to be 
away because she always brings them goods from South Africa: 
The moment that I leave or the moment that I’m here, on the phone they say, “Okay 
mama can you buy me some clothes, can you bring me some biscuits?” They understand 
that you get it—the biscuits—they coming from South Africa where mama is working. 
(NMU 79) 
She explained that although it is hard being away from her children, it is worth it because, in the 
end, it is for their own happiness: “Without working to just say let me stay at home and look my 
children like this it will be very impossible because if they see other children like Christmas time 
wearing new clothes everything, they will not feel happy” (Thando, NMU 72). Sisi adds that her 
children are very young, and it is difficult to explain to them that when she is unemployed there 
are certain things that she cannot buy for them: “You say, ‘I’m not working,’ they say ‘no, we 
need new clothes.’ ‘I’m not working my kids,’ they say, ‘no, we don’t understand.’ They don’t 
understand it to say mama is not working” (NMU 73). 
4.2.8.4 Sub-theme: Fractured bonds. Having left her daughter in Zimbabwe 22 years 
ago, Rose believed that their mother–daughter bond is somewhat fractured because: “there are 
some things she doesn’t tell me” (NMU 106). Similarly, Kimberley believes that in her absence, 
her sons’ behaviours have changed: “The way I used to be with them and the way they are acting 
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when we are separated, it’s different. As a mother, you can see that it is different. It’s not the 
way they were doing when I started having them” (NMU 186). 
4.2.8.5 Sub-theme: Long-distance parenting. Transnational mothering is the act of 
mothering across national borders. Mothering across national borders can be challenging, 
especially when mother and child have been separated for many years.  
In describing how she was able to maintain a relationship with her daughter, Grace 
shared: “Every time I was trying my best to phone her so that she have always mind that my mum 
even though she’s not around but I have got my mum” (NMU 135). Kimberley also expressed 
that she has to rely on others in Zimbabwe to tell her what her teenage son gets up to in her 
absence because “a child can even hide the things he does when you are not there. ... If you don’t 
hear from other people you end up not knowing anything” (NMUs 184 & 185). She worries that 
without her being physically present to offer parental guidance, her son may be engaging in 
wrong behaviours: “If a child doesn’t have motherly care, he will be like someone who doesn’t 
even have someone who can tell him that that thing which you are doing this is bad. No one can 
tell him” (NMU 181). “It’s difficult to leave your kids there and come here, it’s very difficult but 
I just think that if I move here and keep my kids there at home it’s better” (Kimberly, NMU 173).    
4.3 Conclusion 
In this chapter, the findings were presented. The participants’ narratives were provided in 
the form of natural meaning units (NMUs). The main findings indicate that participants’ 
relationships with their left-behind children were mostly negatively affected by their migration, 
which led to fractured bonds. Participants also faced challenges while living in South Africa and 
they reported having limited opportunity to visit relatives left behind in Zimbabwe. However, 
having a support structure, having future plans, and being able to keep in touch through phone 
calls and text messaging emerged as useful coping mechanisms. The next chapter provides an 
interpretation of these findings, against existing literature. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
5.1 Introduction  
This study sought to explore how Zimbabwean migrant women in South Africa 
experience long-distance relationships with family, their reasons for migrating, and how being 
away from loved ones impacts their work. In this chapter, I provide an interpretation of the 
findings. I make sense of the themes and sub-themes through integrating them with relevant 
literature and the theory of ambiguous loss.  
5.2 Leaving Zimbabwe 
This theme explored participants’ reasons for leaving Zimbabwe. The study found that 
poverty and a lack of employment are the two main factors that motivated the participants to 
leave Zimbabwe. This is consistent with findings from similar studies on Zimbabwean migration 
to South Africa. Chireshe’s (2010) study explored Zimbabwean migrant women’s reasons for 
leaving Zimbabwe and found that they had left because they found the country’s economic 
situation to be unbearable. Nqambaza’s (2016) study also mentions the Zimbabwean economic 
meltdown and a lack of jobs as the main reasons why Zimbabweans leave their country. De 
Guzman (2014) found that, although participants described being separated from family as 
challenging, they believed that migration was their only economically viable option. Ukwatta 
(2010) argues that migration is a strategy used to help improve the economic situation of the 
household and also found that Sri Lankan domestic workers’ reason for migration was primarily 
economic. Nyemba and Vaughn (2017) found that Zimbabweans’ decision to migrate to the 
United States was influenced by the country’s declining economic environment. Thus, it is 
evident that when citizens leave a country with economic woes, they do so for better financial 
prospects. Such was the case for this study. 
5.3 Coming to South Africa 
This theme looked at participants’ reasons behind choosing South Africa as their 
destination country. In the study, participants highlighted that South Africa’s proximity to 
Zimbabwe was a significant factor. This finding is consistent with Sibanda’s (2010) study, 
finding that South Africa’s proximity to Zimbabwe is one of the factors behind its being a 
preferred destination country.  
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Most of the participants in the study mentioned that their siblings who were already 
living in South Africa encouraged them to move here because of the many job opportunities that 
exist in the country. This finding is in line with the findings of similar studies. Nqambaza (2016) 
also found that Zimbabwean migrants’ reasons for coming to South Africa included being 
reunited with family and having the perception that South Africa holds abundant economic 
opportunities. Participants pointed out the hardships posed by the unstable economic situation in 
Zimbabwe as a major reason for migrating to South Africa in search of employment (Zikhali, 
2016). Manjowo (2017) found that Zimbabwean migrant women considered South Africa as 
having a better economy than other neighbouring countries. Consistent with reports from our 
participants who described their experiences in Botswana, Manjowo further states that women 
who had been to other countries such as Botswana and Lesotho cited how they are unfavourable 
to foreigners. Nqambaza’s study supports our finding that participants state that the main reason 
they came to South Africa is to find employment so that they can take care of their relatives in 
Zimbabwe.  
In Thebe and Maombera’s (2019) study, as in ours, participants explained that they 
planned to settle in South Africa and secure employment, so that they were able to provide for 
their families back in Zimbabwe. However, many participants stated that they do not intend to 
settle permanently in South Africa and expressed that they would like to return to Zimbabwe in 
the future. They expressed their willingness to return home should the economic situation there 
improve. Crush et al. (2015) made a similar finding; they state that Zimbabwean migrants do not 
intend to settle permanently in South Africa. Maombera (2018), however, found that while the 
migrant mothers have connections with their homes, they do not intend to return to their home 
country. 
5.4 Visiting Home 
This theme explored the frequency and duration of participants’ visits to Zimbabwe. 
Previous studies indicate that Zimbabwean migrants reported having limited opportunities to 
visit their loved ones in Zimbabwe either because of their documentation status or their 
employment terms (Maombera, 2018; Thebe & Maombera, 2019). In this study, participants 
reported that in addition to these factors, another limitation is a lack of funds. This is in support 
of Namuleme (2019), who contends that women migrants employed in low-wage jobs such as 
domestic work are often forced to be separated from their families for extended periods of time 
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due to financial constraints. Zikhali (2016) also points out that women in low paying jobs often 
have limited financial resources and cannot go home regularly to visit their children.  
5.5 Coping Strategies 
Participants’ coping strategies were identified as a fourth theme, and this refers to the 
various strategies that they employ to cope with being a migrant and being physically separated 
from loved ones. The participants revealed that they relied on existing social networks for job 
opportunities and help with accommodation. Sharing of accommodation was common when 
participants first moved into the country. This is consistent with Manjowo (2017) and Sibanda’s 
(2010) findings that Zimbabwean migrants depend on social connections to make their way in 
South Africa (Sibanda, 2010). Participants also described the kind of support they sometimes 
received from their employers, which is consistent with Ncube, Banta, and Jordaan’s (2019) 
finding that both formal and informal networks of support are important in ensuring migrant 
women’s survival in South Africa.  
Communication technologies were also identified as a coping strategy. Peng and Wong 
(2013) make the argument that transnational mothers’ use of communication technologies shows 
that migrant women seize every opportunity to break the limitations imposed by physical 
separation as a result of migration. Similar to the findings of previous studies (e.g., Budal, 2018; 
Lockwood et al., 2019; Namuleme, 2019; Thebe & Maombera, 2019; Ukwatta, 2010; Zikhali, 
2016), participants reported that they used electronic communication methods such as WhatsApp 
messaging and phone calling to maintain relationships with loved ones in Zimbabwe. Zikhali 
(2016), however, also found that the use of cell phones and the internet did not enhance the 
women’s role as mothers, as virtual communication does not make up for their physical absence. 
Participants reported having plans for the future, and this emerged as one of the coping 
strategies. As a coping strategy, having future plans meant that the women were actively working 
towards a specific goal and this may have acted as a motivating factor. All participants in this 
study, as in Namuleme’s (2019), revealed that they were saving up resources as they planned to 
be reunited with their children.  
62 
 
5.6 Challenges in South Africa 
This theme looked at the various challenges encountered by the participants while living 
in South Africa. Participants described the difficulties they faced and challenges with their 
employers.  
Participants revealed that they faced various challenges with their employers, including 
being prohibited from having sleepover visits and relying on the employers’ discrepancy to 
determine when and for how long they could visit Zimbabwe. It appears that domestic workers 
have every little bargaining power in the employment relationship, and this opens them up for 
possible exploitation. This is consistent with the findings of Anjara et al. (2017) that women may 
have limited agency at work due to the power dynamics that exist in the employment 
relationship. In their exploration of challenges faced by Zimbabwean migrants before, during, 
and after their arrival in South Africa, Idemudia, Williams, and Wyatt (2013) found that they 
faced exploitation from employers and were not paid appropriate wages. With regard to 
obtaining proper documentation, participants reported that it was especially difficult to obtain 
work permits in South Africa. Participants also reported being harassed by the South African 
Police Service. This finding echoes Hlatshwayo’s (2019) finding that harassment by the police is 
a daily reality for Zimbabwean migrants, and that they often have to resort to bribing the police.  
5.7 Children’s Experiences Back Home 
This theme considers, from the perspective of the mothers, the experiences of children 
left behind in Zimbabwe. Although transnational mothers always seek to arrange the best care 
for their left-behind children (Peng & Wong, 2013) in the form of family and relatives, 
sometimes the children suffer abuse at the hands of their supposed guardians. The prevailing 
feeling among participants was that their children were being well looked after by relatives, 
although one participant expressed concern that her child was being neglected. Looking at 
research on a similar topic, Zikhali (2016) found that Zimbabwean migrants hold the perception 
that their children are better off in Zimbabwe with other female relatives. In her study, which 
explored how left-behind children are raised in the home country by relatives, Asis (2006) found 




5.8 Impact on Work 
One of the main objectives of this study was to explore how being away from home for 
extended periods impacted participants’ work. The findings revealed that there may be a positive 
and negative impact. One participant reported that she was sometimes distracted at work due to 
worrying about what was happening back home, which may have resulted in her making 
mistakes. Tayah and Assaf (2018) pointed out that some employers in the United Arab Emirates 
have complaints about workers constantly being on their phones, looking at family photos. 
Another participant shared that being so far from home actually motivated her to work harder. 
This speaks to the strong work ethic of Zimbabwean migrants, as identified by Hlatshwayo 
(2019). Ngwenya (2017) reported that migrants in South Africa work particularly hard because 
the sole purpose for their being in South Africa is to work so that they can support their families 
back home. 
5.9 Transnational Mothering 
Transnational mothering is the eighth identified theme and refers to the act of mothering 
across national borders (Carling et al., 2012). This theme looked at how the participants 
maintained relationships with their children left behind in Zimbabwe. Peng and Wong (2013) 
note that migration creates a new opportunity for migrant mothers to renegotiate traditional 
parenting ideology.  
Participants in the study acknowledged the need to maintain regular communication with 
their children. This finding is thus in agreement with those of Namuleme (2019) and Thebe and 
Maombera (2019), who established that there was a need for regular communication. Most 
participants in the study also mentioned that they constantly worried that their children may be 
lured into bad company and engage in risky behaviours. This is consistent with findings of Chib, 
Malik, Aricat, and Kadir (2014), who similarly found that transnational mothers of younger 
children often worried about their health and schooling, while those with older children often 
worried about their being involved in drugs, alcohol, and smoking. Similar to a finding by 
Lockwood et al. (2019), participants revealed that they often negotiated complex feelings of guilt 
for having left their children behind, and also worried that the changing behaviour of their 
children back home was as a result of their absence.  
Participants reported that they sent remittances as a way of expressing their affection for 
their children. Similarly, Thebe and Maombera (2019) found that migrants maintained contact 
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through remittances. De Guzman (2014) reported a similar finding in which he states that his 
study participants were parenting through remittances and providing their families’ material 
needs. Nqambaza’s (2016) study reveals that migrant women may feel pressured to stay 
employed so that they can meet their financial obligation of sending money on a regular basis to 
those looking after their children in Zimbabwe. Just like Peng and Wong (2013) discovered, the 
women in this study challenged traditional motherhood ideology through placing more 
importance on their children’s economic needs than the need for emotional intimacy. 
The present study’s findings point to the need for placing more emphasis on transnational 
mother–child bonding. In line with the results of Suurmond’s (2010) study, the present findings 
show that when mothers have been separated from their children for extended periods, this may 
damage the parental bond between them. In her research, Namuleme (2019) highlights the 
challenging nature of mothering from a distance and the negative emotional experience 
associated with such situations.  
Boss’s (1999) theory of ambiguous loss provides a useful framework for understanding 
the experiences of the migrant women domestic workers. The findings reveal that participants 
experience a loss that is ambiguous in the terms of how long it is going to last. Participants 
expressed that they were unsure when they would return to Zimbabwe permanently. Although 
the women are geographically absent from their families’ lives, they maintain their psychological 
presence in various ways. In this study, participants shared that they try to maintain their 
psychological presence by sending remittances and keeping regular contact through phone calls 
and WhatsApp messaging. Juabsamai and Taylor (2018) similarly found that sending financial 
help to loved ones left behind and maintaining regular communication with them are two ways 
through which migrant women maintain their psychological presence. 
5.10 Conclusion 
This chapter provided an interpretation of the findings against existing literature. The 
interpretation of themes provided in this chapter highlights that the experiences of our 
participants are not limited to the Zimbabwean–South African migration context, but are shared 
by other migrant domestic workers in similar contexts in other parts of the world. The identified 
themes are reflected in existing literature documenting studies that were conducted in other parts 
of the world. These include poverty and limited opportunities as the primary migration push 
factors, an attractive economy pulling migrants to destination countries, challenges obtaining 
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proper documentation in destination countries, coping with being away from home, and 




CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
6.1 Introduction 
In this concluding chapter, I provide a synopsis of the study, followed by a discussion of 
the main findings. Thereafter, I address the limitations of the study and, based on the research 
findings, I provide recommendations for future studies. I conclude the chapter by outlining the 
theoretical and practical contributions of the study. 
6.2 Synopsis of the Study 
The main objective of this research was to explore the lived experiences of Zimbabwean 
migrant domestic workers living in South Africa, who still had close family members living in 
Zimbabwe. This was necessitated by the lack of literature on this topic in the African context, 
with a number of studies on this phenomenon being undertaken in Western countries.  
The study focused on the lived experiences of nine Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers 
living in South Africa. Since the study sought an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences 
of participants, a phenomenological qualitative methodology was adopted. Nine semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with the help of an interview guide. The interviews were analysed 
using phenomenological thematic analysis. The themes were reported, after which the findings 
were interpreted and integrated with current literature. The study findings are consistent with 
findings from similar studies that have been conducted within the last 10 years. 
6.3 Main Findings 
Eight themes were identified. Poverty and a lack of economic opportunities were 
identified as the primary reasons for leaving Zimbabwe. South Africa’s close proximity to 
Zimbabwe, perceptions of abundant economic opportunities, and sibling encouragement were 
identified as the main factors for choosing specifically South Africa as a destination country. 
Visiting home was recognised as a theme to answer the question of how participants maintain 
ties with those left behind in Zimbabwe. Participants employed the following strategies to cope 
with being away from loved ones: maintaining networks of support, having future aspirations, 
and keeping regular communication with family over text messaging and phone calls. Challenges 
faced by migrant domestic workers in the country included difficulty obtaining permits and 
harassment by South African police officers. Being away from home was found to have some 
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impact on migrant domestic workers’ work. A participant reported being distracted by thoughts 
of family struggles while another reported being motivated to work harder. The theme of 
transnational mothering revealed that participants often felt guilty for having left behind their 
children in Zimbabwe and try to make up for this by sending remittances. As expected, the 
mothers expressed that they missed their children and that prolonged separation has had some 
negative consequences for their relationship with their children, resulting not least of all in 
fractured bonds. 
The findings of this study are applicable to migrant Zimbabwean domestic workers living 
in South Africa while having loved ones remaining in Zimbabwe. The findings may not apply to 
those who moved to South Africa with their entire families. 
6.4 Limitations 
When providing an interpretation of the findings, it is important to consider and 
acknowledge the limitations of the study. Participants were all interviewed in English, which is 
not their home language. This may have impacted how they interpreted the questions and how 
well their responses were articulated. Another limitation relates to enhancing the credibility of 
the study. Member checking is a technique generally used to enhance the credibility of a 
qualitative study. Although I made an effort to accurately record and interpret participants’ 
narratives, I did not conduct member checking to confirm that I had correctly captured the 
participants’ sentiments. 
6.5 Recommendations for Future Studies 
This study offers an understanding of the experiences of Zimbabwean migrant domestic 
workers in South Africa. Previous research had not explored their experiences from the 
perspective of prolonged family separation and transnational mothering. My findings offer a 
foundation upon which future studies can build. The three areas I suggest for future research 
consideration are (a) expanding the target population, (b) studying the experiences of children 
that have been left behind in the domestic workers’ home country, and (c) exploring strategies to 
close the separation gap between migrants and their left-behind loved ones. 
Zimbabwean women domestic workers, as a population, were specifically chosen in 
order to help to better focus the study. However, there may be some value to be gained from 
expanding the target population to people working in various jobs in South Africa from other 
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countries. I therefore recommend that future studies expand the target population to include 
women from other African countries such as Botswana, Lesotho, and Namibia. This would 
expand our understanding of how women from Southern African countries experience family 
separation and transnational mothering. 
Future research could also explore how the children left behind cope with living away 
from their mothers. Studying their experiences would contribute to a more holistic understanding 
of family separation and transnational parenting. While this research provides a good picture of 
how transnational parenting is experienced by migrant mothers, the voice of the children left 
behind in Zimbabwe is missing from the narrative.  
Lastly, there is also a need to look at the various strategies that transnational women can 
utilise in an attempt to close the separation gap between themselves and their left-behind 
families. Although the research findings showed a glimpse of how this can be achieved through 
occasional visits and maintaining regular communication, there is a need to explore this on a 
deeper psychological and socio-economical level. 
6.6 Contributions 
In exploring the lived experiences of Zimbabwean migrant workers in South Africa, the 
findings of this research provide notable insights. Below I outline the theoretical and practical 
contributions of this study. 
6.6.1 Theoretical contributions. This study contributes to the growing literature on 
migrant domestic work. This phenomenological research studied Zimbabwean migrant domestic 
workers in South Africa, with a focus on how they experience family separation and 
transnational mothering. Although much research has been conducted about Zimbabwean 
migrant women in South Africa, no research centres on their experience of family separation and 
transnational mothering. The findings presented are supported by current literature from similar 
studies conducted in Asia, Europe, and North America. 
6.6.2 Practical contributions. It was revealed in the findings that participants could not 
visit loved ones in Zimbabwe due to financial constraints and limited leave time. This suggests 
that there is a need to formalise the employer–employee relationship, allowing for fair payment 
and reasonable leave duration. Employers of migrant domestic workers have a responsibility to 
allow for reasonable leave duration, considering that workers generally only get to see their 
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families once a year. There is a need for employers of migrant domestic workers to offer 
competitive wages, so that workers may afford to visit home more often. The findings also 
revealed the difficulty associated with obtaining work permits. In this regard, the findings further 
highlight the need for the South African Department of Home Affairs to facilitate the provision 
of work permits to migrant workers. 
Finally, this study is important for social workers in South Africa and Zimbabwe, who 
can use the findings to understand the challenges faced by transnational mothers and devise ways 
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